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ABSTRACT 
ii 
Through exploring my race-related thoughts, feelings and experiences, I have illuminated 
the influence of whiteness and how it shapes my process as a therapist-in-training. I 
demonstrated the obstacles and possibilities inherent in the process of facing one's own 
position and privilege. Becoming aware of my habitual responses to race-related 
information is how I undermine "white relational practice:" the practice of not noticing 
the dynamics of race and racism (Karis, 2002). I hope to encourage other whites to do 
their own investigative process and offer my experience as a story of courage and hope: it 
is possible to resist culturally mandated scripts of denial and accusation (Friedman, 
1995). This study will be of interest to therapists-in-training, anti-racism educators, and 
psychotherapy training programs. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 
A palpable shift in the feeling of the room occurs as our client begins sharing her 
experiences of growing up as a person-of-color in an all-white suburb of Minneapolis in the 
1970's. I notice a desire to sink back in my chair, a wish to be smaller, to shrink, if possible, 
what now feels like my very white presence. Swiftly, my co-therapist takes the lead. A woman 
of color, she leans forward engaging more actively with this client. I make some expressions of 
empathy, but shift into an observer role, noting the response of our client's white partner, 
wondering how he feels as the other white person in the room bearing witness to these traumatic 
stories. My gratitude for the presence of my co-therapist grows. I note the way our client 
responds to her encouragement, the subtle, yet powerful message of 1 get it. 
Later, reflecting on my experience in the therapy room, I recognize the feeling of fear. I 
fear this message --1 get it - is one I can never hope to give as a middle class, white woman 
living in the United States. But I notice also, in my process of reflection, the presence of hope: a 
wish that despite not ever getting it, I may be a facilitator of hope and healing, able to witness 
and provide space for the experience of clients-of-color. Along with this hope is my desire for 
whiteness and its attendant privilege not to foreclose the possibility of connection; yet, is this 
possible? Is it possible for my whiteness not to "get in the way" of connection with clients-of-
color? In my personal life it has been possible to connect across racial and cultural difference; 
however, I agree with Terri Karis (2008) that "close personal relationships across racial lines, 
although significant, do not eliminate the organizing influence of whiteness and its privileges" 
(p.l). And what of relationships such as the one between therapist and client, one that has the 
potential for closeness, yet is situated in a domain deemed 'professional'? 
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Purpose and Theoretical Perspectives 
Exploring whiteness, how it shapes my process as a therapist-in-training and affects my 
connection with clients-of-color is the purpose of this autoethnographic study. When I speak of 
connection, I draw on the research and writing of relation all cultural (RIC) theorists (Miller, 
1976). Connections, according to RIC theory are characterized by the existence of mutual 
empathy and mutual empowerment (Jordan, Miller, Stiver & Surrey, 1991). Additionally, 
connections are considered the longing of all people and the context in which growth occurs. 
The flip side of such connection is disconnection, defined as interactions characterized by a lack 
of empathy and empowerment (Jordan, et aI, 1991). Connections and disconnections can occur 
not just at the individual level, but also at the level of society and culture: "Historically 
conditioned images may constrain our capacity to know what we want, need, and desire in 
relationships with each other. The historical biography brought to contemporary encounters is 
one of non-mutuality, one of "restricted access to self and the other" (Walker, 1999, p. 4). This 
study is my attempt to access my self, acknowledge and challenge the historically conditioned 
images that hinder connection, and create the possibility for connections that foster growth. 
Autoethnography, a qualitative methodology, is well suited to such an inquiry as it is an 
"autobiographical genre of writing that displays multiple layers of consciousness" (Ellis & 
Bochner, 2000, p. 739). As I make my "own experience a topic of investigation in its own right" 
(Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 733), my aspiration is to "connect the autobiographical and personal 
to the cultural and social" (Holman-Jones, 2008 quoting Ellis, 2004, p. xix). I am informed by 
the notion of writing as a method of inquiry and discovery (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2008). 
Believing that "language does not 'reflect' social reality but rather produces meaning and creates 
social reality (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2008, p. 476)," I am curious about the meaning that will 
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arise from this process. But this is not idle curiosity. In line with poststructuralism, I view 
language as a bridge between meaning and power. This is not a wide bridge of concrete and 
stone, but more like a rope bridge slung across a mountain ridge. I construct my self on that 
shifting, unsteady bridge going back and forth between meaning and its consequences, making 
language a "site of exploration and struggle" (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2008, p. 476). 
Racism and Resistance. As a "practicing interpretivist" (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 
539), I am influenced by a number of theoretical paradigms and postmodern perspectives. 
However, the notion of "interpersonal responsibility (p. 542)," in addition to a concern with the 
"quality of being with and for the other," as opposed to "looking at the other (p. 543)" infuses 
every aspect of this exploration. Thus, along with my interest in whiteness and how it affects my 
connection with clients-of-color and shapes my process as a therapist-in-training, I aspire to take 
this exploration one step further by asking the same question as Ruth Frankenberg (1993): 
"(How) can white women's lives become sites of resistance to the reproduction of racism" (p. 
5)? For the purpose of this study, I ask Frankenberg's question of one white woman: myself. 
How can this particular white woman - this moment-to-moment unfolding of thoughts, feelings, 
perceptions, and sensations that I experience as my self-how can 1 become a site of resistance 
to the reproduction of racism? 
While race is simply a "notion of a distinct biological type of human being, usually based 
on skin color or other physical characteristics" (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 153), racism is a 
powerful social reality. I adhere to the critical race perspective that defines racism as the 
"practice of discrimination, segregation, persecution, or mistreatment based on membership in a 
race or ethnic group" (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 153). This perspective holds that racism is 
"embedded in our thought processes and social structures" (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 22) 
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and thus, goes beyond intentional isolated acts of prejudice and extends to encompass "the usual 
way society does business, the common, everyday experience of most people of color in this 
country" (p. 7). 
White Normativity. What ensures business as usual is the regulating practice of white 
normativity: "the instituionalization of whiteness and its production as the norm throughout 
American culture" (Brandzel, 1999). Because whiteness is the norm, it is transparent to whites 
until brought to their attention (Karis, 2000). For example, when I mention that I am interested 
in race, the response of other whites is often surprise. When I inquire, I discover that the reason 
for such surprise is the belief that race and racism are topics that concern people-of-color only. 
These interactions reveal that what I believe is common amongst whites, which is to see 
ourselves as racially neutral, not just one racial identity among many, but the standard against 
which to measure all others (Karis, 2000). 
Ironically, my desire for my whiteness not to "get in the way of connection" is 
emblematic of the very nature of whiteness (Karis, 2000): a belief that whiteness is mine and 
something I have the power to fix all by myself (individualism), that whiteness is the problem 
(colorblindness is preferred?), and that if I can just set it aside so it does not "get in the way" 
(avoidance), I might be able to connect with clients-of-color. This demonstrates what I believe 
about whiteness: its foundation is normativity, upon which stand individualism and its twin 
supports of colorblindness and avoidance (T. A. Karis, personal communication, Nov 21, 2008). 
However, whiteness is a house of cards, inherently unstable (Frankenberg, 1997), constantly 
collapsing, needing to be reshuffled and reassembled depending on changing economic and 
political conditions (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 
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Counterstorytelling. Connection, privilege, racism, resistance, and white normativity are 
concepts, but in the context of a lived life, as part of someone' s story, they become tangible and 
embodied (Holman Jones, 2008). This is why I wish to tell a story. I wish to engage in what 
critical storytellers call counterstorytelling (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 42) in order to 
"challenge, displace, or mode. .. embedded preconceptions that marginalize others or conceal 
their humanity" (p. 43). Williams (1994) calls literature a "secret weapon" (p. 175) against 
racism (as cited in Chick, Karis & Kernahan, 2009). When presented with a list of statistics and 
facts about the effects of racism on African Americans, white participants are more likely to 
deny that information than when those same facts are presented in a narrative format - as part of 
a story. The story of racism, as opposed to the listing of facts, results in empathy (as cited in 
Chick et aI., 2009). Since my understanding of connection is built on the idea of mutual empathy 
(Jordan et aI., 1991), it is my hope that this autoethnographic study will elicit empathy - empathy 
for all of us who are "constrain[ed]" (Walker, 1999, pA) by "relational distortions [that] arise 
from dominant/subordinate or stratified relationships" (p. 3). In telling my story, I hope to 
illuminate the ways whiteness shapes my process as a therapist-in-training and affects my 
connection with clients-of-color. By accessing my story, I hope to make possible the capacity for 
connection with others - specifically the "others" I have been "historically conditioned" (p. 4) 
not to see, let alone have connection with. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 
In this chapter, I will review the current perspectives on therapists-in-training and race-
related learning, with a focus on the literature pertaining to emotion and learning. I will be 
including excerpts from my journal and drawing on my personal experience in an effort to align 
with the autoethnographic goal of collapsing the boundaries between researcher and research 
subject (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). 
Research in the field of Marriage and Family Therapy (and related fields) pertaining to 
the training of white therapists in preparation for their work with clients-of-color suggests the 
following: a) Therapists-in-training need to be encouraged to move beyond colorblindness and 
"see race," both their own racial identity and the racial identity of the client (Geshue & 
Constantine, 2007); b) Becoming racially aware/ culturally competent is an ongoing process 
(Maxie, et aI, 2006) of which self-awareness is a critical and crucial element (McDowell, 2003). 
My interest lie in how to accomplish the tasks of helping therapists-in-training both see race and 
engage in a process that leads not only to increased awareness of self and others, but to empathy 
for the ways we have all been constrained by living in a stratified system. Common cognitive 
obstacles encountered by students when they engage in race-related learning are 
oversimplification and dualistic thinking. Common affective obstacles are defensiveness and 
organization around comfort (Chick et aI, 2009). Integrating meta-cognitive and meta-affective 
reflections into the learning process, introducing emotional regulation skills, and creating a space 
for dialogue (2009).may prevent these obstacles from curtailing a student's learning journey. 
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Nov 8,2008 
Yesterday, another (white) therapy intern told me with disbelief and dismay that 
her (white) supervisor brought up race and culture during an intake with an 
African American mother and child. "I didn't even notice their race!" she 
insisted. My instant response was "come on, you noticed, right?" She insisted 
she did not and that she "never" notices people's race. Ifelt uncomfortable, 
even a little disoriented in that moment. I took a deep breath then asked if she 
thought the clients noticed that she was white. She shrugged, but looked a little 
confused. I suggested that maybe we, as white folks tend not to notice because 
we don't have to ... 
The importance of seeing race 
Current literature suggests that therapists-in-training need to be encouraged to look at 
their relationship to race (Geshue & Constantine, 2007; Maxie et aI., 2006). The therapist's level 
of awareness ofhis/her racial context shapes the quality of the therapeutic alliance, and even the 
extent to which clients-of-color feel their experiences are validated by the therapist (Geshue & 
Constantine, 2007). Colorblindness, a perspective taken by many whites in an attempt to negate 
racial prejudice, may have the opposite effect in relationships between white therapists and 
clients-of-color. As a result of their study of racial attitudes in psychology trainees, Geshue and 
Constantine (2007) assert "that the goal of multicultural training should be to help trainees to see 
race, that is, to make it explicit.'" (p. 14). McDowell (2004) believes that therapists in training 
should not only see race, but undertake a process not unlike this autoethnographic study: 
Exploring one's own race, and understanding individual, cultural and institutional racism, 
oppression, and White privilege are critical elements in developing the level of self-
awareness that is essential in the development of competency in addressing race related 
issues in therapy (p.l 0). 
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Dialogue is a crucial component in the development of this kind of self-awareness (McDowell 
2004) as is the need to recognize that gaining racial awareness is a process (McDowell et aI., 
2003; Maxie et aI., 2006). 
Attending to Emotion 
One would think that "see[ing] race" (Geshue & Constantine, 2007, p. 14) would be an 
instantaneous event, an ordinary act of perception. However, this is not the case when it comes to 
white therapists-in-training achieving cultural and racial awareness (Maxie et aI., 2006, p. 87). 
Rather, the gaining of such awareness appears to be a process, not an event (2006). Keeping 
students engaged with the process in such a way that they move from naive or misinformed 
views about race-related information to a place of deepening understanding is crucial. Failing to 
evoke and engage student's emotional responses impedes learning and appears to playa pivotal 
role in curtailing students' learning journeys (Chick et aI, 2009). Negative emotions such as 
fear, anger, and anxiety shift the brain into a primitive, survival state. Rather than being able to 
take in new information or approach learning with curiosity, the brain is communicating to the 
learner that s/he needs to seek security and protection (Hart & Kindle, 2004). Concentration and 
the ability to recall information are just two of the learning processes inhibited when the neo-
cortex shuts down (2004). This is of particular relevance to race-related learning since 
heightened negative emotions frequently accompany conversations about diversity (Chick et aI, 
2009). Additionally, one's current emotional state is fused with a particular learning moment, so 
that whenever we recall that information, the original emotional state arises in tandem with that 
content (Hart & Kindle, 2004). Thus, by the time most therapists-in-training enter graduate 
school their race-related learning is likely infused with feelings of shame, anger, and/or fear - the 
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very emotions that make new learning experiences difficult to attain. Helping therapists-in-
training attend to these emotions will assist them to absorb the complexity of race and 
relationships, and has profound implications for future work with clients. Relating in culturally 
sensitive ways, attending to issues of privilege and oppression, identifying and nurturing client's 
values and cultural strengths: these are crucial competencies for therapists-in-training aspiring to 
work effectively with clients. 
·December 9, 2007 
Through keeping ajournal of my racial moments, I have learned that my 
judgment of myself and of others keeps me separate and in isolation. The more I 
can admit to my feelings, the more I can accept the feelings of others - even if 
these are not feelings or responses I want. I can only accept the prejudice of 
other whites if I can accept my own. By banishing my own disturbingfeelings 
and thoughts, I banish others and the possibility for connection and growth. 
- End of semester reflection in Cultural Competence in Family Therapy 
Remaining open 
Introducing students to emotional regulation skills can help them stay open and receptive 
to race-related information that may conflict with prior knowledge and identities. Relating 
skillfully to emotions also creates the conditions for the brain to engage in higher order thinking 
skills (Chick et aI, 2009). According to Sue (1998), one of the predicaments of therapists gaining 
racial and cultural awareness is learning how to take cultural issues into account without 
"stereotypically placing a lens on their view of the client that may actually hinder the therapeutic 
process" (as cited in Maxie et aI., 2006, p. 87). The connection between emotional awareness and 
increased cognitive complexity may account for this tendency to reduce the dynamic interplay of 
culture, family, race, history, and personality to a stereotype. Oversimplification and dualistic 
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thinking are two common cognitive practices that occur when one is in a state of emotional 
reactivity. The shift students sometimes make from believing there is biological reality to race to 
the opposite position that race does not matter is an example of dualistic, either/or thinking. 
Thinking of race solely in terms of one's interpersonal interactions and values is an example of 
oversimplification (Chick et aI, 2009). These cognitive practices serve to distance students from 
uncomfortable emotions. The simple act of observing and reflecting on one's thinking (meta-
cognition) creates a shift in the brain that mediates the emotions triggering these cognitive 
strategies (Badennoch, 2008). This shift enables the learner to make choices about new 
information and increases the capacity for holding the nuances of power, difference, and 
privilege, to reflect on how race structures personal, social, and institutional practices (Chick, et 
ai, 2009). Observing one's own emotional state has the same calming effect as reflecting on 
one's thinking. Inviting students to formally engage in meta-cognitive and meta-affective 
reflections gives students the opportunity to practice noticing habits of dualism and 
oversimplification; once noticed, students can be instructed to think more deeply and attend to 
the emotions that are causing them to resort to these strategies. An example of a reflective 
process is inviting students to participate in keeping a racial moments journal. 
December 9, 2007 
End of semester reflection in Cultural Competence in Family Therapy: 
1 now recognize my mostfrequent, automatic responses to inequitable issues 
surrounding race: hopelessness or guilt/shame. With this awareness, 1 can pay 
attention to when these spontaneous reactions arise and choose not to identifo 
with them. Before the Racial Moments journaling, 1 was not aware that these 
were my "trigger" responses, or that my responses were so predictable and 
limited. 
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Helping students learn how to work with the common affective obstacles that arise -
defensiveness and organizing around comfort -- supports increased racial understanding (Karis, 
2006). Four pieces of information about relating skillfully to emotions appear to be valuable in 
helping therapists-in-training stay engaged in the learning process in spite of great discomfort: a) 
"Simply" notice thoughts, feelings & body sensations. Students are encouraged to take a stance 
of curiosity in regards to their thoughts, feelings and body sensations; b) Regard Emotions as a 
Flag indicating that there is more to explore. Introduce students to the possibility of viewing 
feelings as a sign that they have come up against a new idea that calls a previous assumption into 
question. Again, invite them to investigate their own thinking habits with curiosity; c) Learn to 
be "comfortable with being uncomfortable" - a meta-level challenge that often pique's students' 
interest. Let students know that feeling uncomfortable is a normal part of engaging in this 
process; d) Let go of Self-Judgment. Encourage students to have empathy for the ways everyone 
has been shaped by our racially stratified culture; self-judgment is a predictable response to this 
fact. Inform students that self-judgment can be paralyzing and has the potential to truncate their 
learning journey (Chick, et aI, 2009). My journey provides an illustration of just how useful 
these four pieces can be for creating the willingness and the ability to stay with the challenging 
process of learning not just about the historical legacy of racism, but about the enduring ways 
race and racism continue to shape everyone's experience. 
December 13, 2007 
In response to the question about what I have learned from participating in the 
on-line discussion: 
The complexity beneath the surface of a homogenous group of individuals! I so 
enjoyed reading about the experiences and impressions of my classmates, in 
their own language. Some of their writings confirmed my ideas about them 
based on interactions in class and at school. Others were surprising and I got 
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to actually see, through language, people begin to change. I love to receive 
reminders of people 's surprises, complexities, and even inconsistencies - mine 
included. It counters my tendency to distance and judge. 
Compassionate Dialogue 
Dialogue has been identified as playing a crucial role in the transformation of racial 
awareness for students in Marriage and Family Therapy (MFT) programs (McDowell, 2003; 
Karis, 2006 ). Compassionate dialogue happens in a context of listening and responding, what 
Relational-Cultural theorists call "a context of responsiveness" (Hartling, Rosen, Walker, & 
Jordan, 2000, pI). Creating a context of responsiveness is a relational practice that can lessen 
experiences of shame, experiences that typically silence and alienate students. Creating space 
for dialogue also counters white socialization practices of perfection, competitiveness, and the 
belief that one ought to handle any issues alone (individualism). Compassionate dialogue enables 
the expression of multiple perspectives, allowing opportunities for students to "find their voice" 
around issues of race and for marginalized voices to be heard. The recognition that they are not 
alone in their experience of discomfort provides an antidote to the hopelessness that can shorten 
a student's learning journey (Chick, et aI, 2009). MFT education has the potential to be "both 
emancipating and oppressive" (McDowell, 2003). To diminish the likelihood that classroom 
dialogue and online discussions simply recreate dominant ways of relating, students need to be 
introduced to an alternate way of participating in dialogue. 
May 8, 2009 
All my intentions about speaking kindly came to naught until I had some 
practical tools for shifting my conditioned ways of being in the world to a new 
way. I think it is the same with learning about race. Most white people don't 
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know how to talk about race. Fears of lookingfoolish, being politically incorrect 
etc keep people silent and conspiratorial (people talk about race, but usually to 
others they deem safe - and then their talk is usually to let off steam from 
holding in all the thoughts they feel they shouldn't have!). I want the creation of 
a space for students to practice talking about race in ways that are truthful, 
connecting, and empowering - a space to bring into being new realities and 
ways of relating to race (one's own position and others). 
Non- Violent Communication: a model for compassionate dialogue 
Non-Violent Communication (NVC) offers a simple, effective model for communicating 
in a way that is both emancipatory and compassionate (Rosenberg, 2003). Compassion is a way 
of acting and interacting in relationship and cannot be taught (Hart & Kindle Hodson, 2004). 
However, certain practices increase the likelihood for compassion to arise in relationship. 
Language that shames, blames, criticizes and demands inhibits compassion (Rosenberg, 2003). 
NVC offers instruction in how to lessen both the words and the perspective that diminish 
compassion and connection. NVC is not simply a set of strategies or a variation on learning how 
to say "I" statements. NVC is a consciousness and reflects a core belief that by tuning into one's 
own deepest needs - what is alive in us - we will be moved to reach out and see what is "alive" 
in another. Connection is the primary need of all human beings and the context in which any 
needs are met. In this way, NVC is a relational approach and is a practice of relating and 
communicating that runs counter to a culture that prioritizes consumption and competitiveness. 
NVC takes the view that there are sufficient resources to meet everyone's needs, once we see 
that our needs are universal and that we have to work together to meet them. Conflict never 
occurs at the level of need, but around our strategies for meeting those needs. For NVC to be 
effective, its underlying philosophy cannot be ignored. However, the steps and skills provided 
by the model are accessible and can be taught without alienating students who may feel 
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resistance to or have trouble grasping the NVC philosophy. By putting NVC skills into practice, 
students may experientially achieve alignment with the NVC perspective. At the very least, 
students will gain skills for separating observation from evaluation; a vocabulary for expressing 
feelings in ways that do not imply judgment of another; an ability to connect feelings with deeper 
needs (met or unmet); and language for making requests, as opposed to demands. As I list the 
skills that form the core of the NVC model, I am struck by how relevant they are to students 
aspiring to become therapists. This may be one way to frame the applicability ofNVC: not only 
will it foster an environment where compassionate dialogue is possible, but it will also contribute 
toward building effective skills when working with clients. 
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Chapter III: Methodology 
Exploring whiteness, how it shapes my process as a therapist-in-training and affects my 
connection with clients-of-color, is the purpose of this autoethnographic study. This study is my 
attempt to access my self, acknowledge and challenge the historically conditioned images that 
hinder connection, and create the possibility for conD;ections that foster growth. In this section, I 
will illustrate how autoethnography is well suited for such an endeavor. I begin by discussing 
autoethnography and demonstrate that the purpose and process of this investigation are in 
alignment with qualitative methodologies and autoethnography in particular. I will also discuss 
subject selection; data collection; data analysis; issues of credibility and 
dependability/transferability; and limitations. 
July I5, 2009 
Talk about how vulnerability is discouraged and how writing this 
autoethnographic piece is about being vulnerable - both the process and the 
content. I'm going to show how I was vulnerable in my racial moments. I want 
to show the journey of one white woman entering the field hoping to become a 
therapist. What it was like and what happened ... what helped and what didn't. 
... Share my story. 
An Introduction to Autoethnography 
Unlike traditional research methodologies, autoethnography collapses the boundaries 
between researcher and research subject (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). As the author/subject, I offer 
my personal narrative for exploration. Embedded in culture and relationship, I aspire to attune to 
the shifting salience of my identities and the nuanced interplay of the personal, interpersonal, and 
the cultural. I do not write as an objective observer, but as a subjective explorer attempting to 
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interpret and give meaning to the multiple layers of my experience. Denzin and Lincoln (2008) 
state: 
"Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical 
materials - case study; personal experience; introspection; life story; interview; artifacts; 
cultural texts and productions; observational, historical, interactional, and visual texts -
that describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in individuals' lives" (p. 4). 
As an autoethnographic researcher, I draw on various sources: my racial moments journaling, a 
systematic process I engaged in during a Cultural Competence in Family Therapy course; 
personal emails; reflection and analysis while working as a research assistant; and personal 
journal entries, something akin to field notes that I have continued to record over the years. I 
also intentionally engage in some analysis, particularly when considering my racial moment 
entries. A layered narrative is created by the back and forth movement between story and 
analysis, and between my sources of documentation. 
I seek to deepen into the subtleties and inconsistencies of my experience by paying close 
attention to the particulars and to the process. What are the stories I tell to others and myself 
about this experience? I make sense of this journey by telling this story (Richardson and St. 
Pierre, 2008). Until I sat down to write, I had not pieced together the various strands of my 
experience. I did not know that I would be drawing on diary entries from five years ago for 
insight and clarity. I sat down to tell a simple story about how my learning in Cultural 
Competence in Family Therapy helped me connect with clients-of-color. But a different story 
asked to be told. It is a story of reaching back to old places of pain and reaching out to connect, 
often at the same time. It is about taking risks. It is risky to move toward the questions and let 
the relentless quest for answers rest. It is my intention to invite you into my story so you can feel, 
17 
with me, the dilemma I found myself in: wanting connection but harboring beliefs that led me to 
distance. I encourage you to see beyond my analysis and place yourself in my shoes. What 
would it have been like for you to sit in a room with an interracial couple while the female 
partner, a woman-of-color, spoke of racist traumas she endured growing up in an all-white 
suburb? Imagine yourself as a white woman aspiring to be an effective, culturally attuned 
therapist. Imagine your concern about responding in a way that expresses compassion without 
shutting her down, without suggesting you can even relate to the kind of pain 'she experienced. 
Evocation of emotion is a goal of autoethnographies. I don't want you to remain distant from 
what I share. I want you to sit with me on that first day of graduate school as I looked around at 
the other students wondering about their stories, comparing my history to theirs. Vulnerability, 
self-consciousness, delight, and pain are intentionally shared to invite you into the emotionality 
of my experience. I also invite you to see the ways that I hold back, my hesitation to let 
confusion or uncertainty enter my narrative. For though I wish to stay open to the contingency of 
my experience, I am forever pulled toward imposing structure and order. Some of this 
imposition of order is necessary to share my story. But some is not. I ask you to be gentle with 
the vulnerabilities you will see as I share this unfolding process, as I strive for coherence and 
continuity even as I question this striving. 
What are the stories you tell yourself about race? What are the stories you tell others? 
The hope is that this exploration will inspire you to reflect on your experiences, connecting what 
may appear private and personal to the ways you relate and make meaning in all spheres of your 
life. Meaning is made by the stories we tell each other. Thus, our stories have real-world 
implications, as do autoethnographies (Holman:-Jones, 2008). The consequences, or shifting 
relations of power that may emerge from this process are of great significance to this 
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exploration; that is, how I construct understandings of terms like whiteness, race, connection, 
and therapist have real-world consequences. When I invoke the notion of consequence, I recall a 
powerful talk delivered by Dr. Ken Hardy (personal communication, April 28, 2008) at the 
Wisconsin Marriage and Family Therapy Conference in which he said that one of the "tasks of 
the privileged" is to distinguish between intention and consequences. As one of "the privileged," 
my intentions may be honorable, but I need to consider the consequences: what are the 
ramifications of exploring my whiteness, the consequences of wanting to connect with clients-of-
color, of wanting to explore how whiteness and being a therapist-in-training interact? In addition 
to being white, able-bodied and middle class, new rights and responsibilities will be mine when I 
graduate and receive my license to practice as a marriage and family therapist. This past year" 
as a therapist-in-training, I was granted tremendous power. In my position as a graduate intern in 
South Minneapolis, I divided my time between a small, urban mental health community clinic 
and a large, public elementary school. In both locations, I was entrusted with providing 
therapeutic services to children, adolescents, and adults in varying degrees of distress and 
vulnerability. Ninety-five percent of my clients were people-of-color. I sit behind closed doors 
and thanks to my title and position, I assume the position of expert whether I want it or not, 
whether I resist it or not. However, another "task of the privileged" is to "resist false notions of 
equality" (K. Hardy, personal communication, April 28, 2008). I can resist, make visible, even 
play with and trouble the categories of expert and novice, the needy and the needed, the one who 
bestows wisdom and knowledge and the recipient of such gifts (sic), but no matter what stance I 
take, there remains the social reality of therapist and client and its attendant power differential. 
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Subject Selection and Description 
In my attempt to "connect the autobiographical and personal to the cultural and social" 
(Holman Jones, 2008, p 207), I take my self and my story as the subject of this research 
endeavor. I am a missionary's daughter, queer, white, and able-bodied. Until I was seventeen 
years old, I lived on the east coast of Australia. Now, I am thirty-five years old and reside in a 
progressive neighborhood in South Minneapolis with my white female partner of five years, 
surrounded by a close-knit community of our family-of-choice. 
I am the product of a mixed-class marriage. On my mother's side, we are predominantly 
British, every generation before mine was raised in part by Black and Mexican nannies. Our 
professions reflect our standing in society: physicians and classical musicians, inventors and 
visual artists. My father's people are farmers and ministers, tailors and carpenters, of British and 
German descent. Weare religious, raised our children without the help of domestic workers, 
often taking second jobs to support large families. On my father's side, I am 5th generation 
Wesleyan Methodist -- a church in the evangelical, Holiness tradition with a history of fighting 
for the abolition of slavery and for the rights of women. This same church now fights against 
equal rights for sexual minorities. I was raised to be suspicious of pleasure, of dancing, drinking, 
any sensuous delights; creativity and thinking too highly of one's self were both to be held firmly 
in check. As a child, I do not remember any overt discussion of race, but I do recall stories of 
fellow missionaries sharing their part in the colonial project of spreading God and the USA to 
nearby Solomon Islands and our northern neighbor, Papua New Guinea. My mother telling us of 
the time she was literally pulled off the dance floor by her father for the transgression of dancing 
with an African American boy at a prestigiou~ music camp. My paternal Grandmother's shame 
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at having to dress in hand-me-downs, but finding gratitude when comparing herself to the "poor 
blacks" in Jackson, Michigan where she lived. My mother's insistence that my grandmother 
"treated her Mexican maid like an equal." And then there is my own experience - of 
encountering American race relations for the first time at seventeen when I was sent to Bible 
College in rural Indiana. This is the history and the biography I bring to this investigation. 
Data Collection 
The authoethnographic research process is not a linear one. The data collection phase has 
not ended, even as I type these words. Just this morning I received an email from a close friend 
that seems relevant to this inquiry. Taking one's self as the author and subject of the inquiry 
means that the flow of data is never ending. As long as I continue to breathe and move in my 
world of relationships and responsibilities, I will continue to view my thoughts, emotions, and 
actions through a personal and cultural lens. I have composed an autoethnographic story that 
takes place in the fall of2007, but continues into the future and draws heavily on significant 
experiences some years before. The story is told in the first person, and includes my professor, 
Dr. Terri Karis,; ex-partner, Ruth; and classmates, fellow interns, friends and family. I situate 
myself as a therapist-in-training reflecting on my experiences as I relate my journey in Cultural 
Competence in Family Therapy. Race is the focus of this investigation, but my sexual 
orientation, gender, class, relationship status, and family legacy infuse every aspect of this 
exploration. The data include personal journal entries, systematic self-observation of "racial 
moments," notes jotted down during graduate school, diary entries from five years ago, and 
email correspondence between my ex-partner and myself. I have also been engaged in a practice 
of systematic self-observation of "racial moments" (Karis, 2006, p. 1). A racial moment is 
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simply defined as any time that I become aware of race. When such a moment occurs, I record it 
using the following instructions: 
Go about your daily life as you normally do. When race comes into your awareness 
through a thought, feeling or interaction please observe it. Don't change it, judge it, or do 
something different. Simply document the experience using the following format. It is 
helpful to document as soon as possible after you notice a racial moment so that it is fresh 
in your awareness. 
1. What is the situation? 
2. Who is involved? (it might be just you) 
3. What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
4. Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your 
thoughts and feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I was asked to engage in this process for about 3 months in Cultural Competence in 
Family Therapy, a graduate-level course required of all first-year Marriage and Family Therapy 
(MFT) students. Twice during this time I was asked to turn in my reflections. My professor read 
these reflections, wrote comments and returned the originals with her feedback. At the end of the 
process I was asked to reflect on my own learning and to name the two to three most significant 
things that I had learned about race. The purpose of this practice of systematic self-observation 
was to investigate the process of student moving from "emotional reactivity to racial 
understanding" (Karis, 2000, p. 1). I found the process of noticing and recording my racial 
moments so self-revelatory, I continued to record the moments when race came to my attention 
after the class ended in the fall of 2007. I have now engaged in this process for 16 months and 
continue to make entries in my journal regarding my "racial moments" though my process is not 
as systematic as when I was in class. The sources for these journal entries are rich and varied, 
drawing on my personal life; current clinical experience as a graduate intern in both rural and 
urban community clinics; as a school-based therapist in an urban, public school; and 
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conversations with co-therapists, supervisors, and graduate interns from fields outside Marriage 
and Family therapy. 
Data Analysis 
Credibility. The purpose of autoethnography is to engage readers to such an extent that 
they feel as if they are part ofa dialogue with the author (Holman Jones, 2008). Qualitative 
methodologies are more concerned with questions of credibility than validity. A reader's level of 
engagement with the story is one way to gauge the credibility of this investigation, if readers feel 
the truth [of my story,] becom[ing] coparticipants, engaging the storyline morally, emotionally, 
aesthetically, and intellectually" (Holman Jones, 2008, p. 745). My contribution to the study'S 
credibility is to attend to my part of the dialogue/ relationship by engaging in the process in a 
truthful, vulnerable way. 
DependabilityllTransferability. According to Ellis & Bochner (2000, p. 751), "there's no 
such thing as orthodox reliability in autoethnographic research." Consistency of data or results is 
not a concern of those engaging in autoethnographic studies. A more pertinent question is that of 
dependability: making my research process explicit and detailed. Issues of generalizability are 
considered, but not in an objective sense. Generalizability is conceptualized as transferability and 
is determined by the reader, whether the story fits with their experience and the lives of others in 
their community. The idea of transferability is not insignificant to the author/participant/research 
subject. Though I do not think my personal life experience can or should be applied to others as 
some kind of truth about what it means to be a white therapist-in-training, I am interested in 
contributing my perspective to the larger body of works and communities concerned with 
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matters of social justice and therapy-training. I long to participate in a dialogue with others who 
care about these issues and encourage others to tell their stories as well. 
Limitations. From a traditional positivist paradigm, my inability to separate my narrative 
from my perceptions, biases, biography, and worldview is a significant limitation. However, 
given the purpose and methodology of this study, attempting to detach from my narrative is the 
limitation I seek to avoid. Autoethnography is an emerging methodology with values and 
emphases of so vastly different from positivist research paradigms, it's as if the limitations and 
strengths of each have been reversed. The very aspects of a traditional study that would be 
considered limitations are exactly what I am striving for in this process: to create an intimate, 
messy portrayal of one individual whose perspectives and experiences skew every thought and 
emotion she shares with the reader. This study could have been enriched by shifting to a sexual 
identity or gender lens. Additionally, I could have drawn on learning theory or racial 
development models to help make sense of my process. 
Summary 
I wish to tell a story about differences that makes a difference. I wish to show that the 
meanings we make of our place in the world can be revised. This is why I make myself 
vulnerable. Vulnerability does not mean confession or "reality TV," the making of our lives a 
spectacle and a sport. Vulnerability, as I understand it, requires courage and a willingness to 
gaze unflinchingly at how my experiences have shaped me and how I continue to participate in 
the creation of my reality. Letting you into my process is my way of inviting you to do likewise. 
How do you wish to respond to the inscrutable, mysterious experience that we call life? 
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It is my hope that this study will be of interest and use to anti-racism educators and 
psychotherapy training programs. By illuminating my process, I hope to demonstrate the 
obstacles and possibilities inherent in the process of facing one's own position and privilege. I 
also hope to encourage other whites to do their own investigative process and offer my 
experience as a story of courage and hope: that it is possible to resist culturally mandated scripts 
of denial and accusation (Friedman, 1995). I agree with Friedman (1995) when she says, "We 
need a language beyond fixed categories of good and evil, of victims and victimizers, a discourse 
beyond the binary of black and white" (p. 3). This study is my contribution to a discourse that 
reveals the complexity and possibilities of connection. 
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Chapter IV: Self-of-the-White Therapist: Exploring Connection 
Meeting Lucy 
Lucy didn't appear to want to meet with me. Truthfully, I had some ambivalence as well. 
Her set mouth, unexpressive eyes, and dark, fitted jeans and jacket created a feminine, tough-girl 
look that intimidated me. Her arms were folded tight against her body. Noticing this, I softened 
just a bit, as she appeared to be trying hard to distance herself from this meeting. We sat in a 
crowded room. Lucy's little sister perched on the knees of her father, a stern looking man 
speaking Spanish with the therapist in the room. Oh wait - I had to remind myself that I too was 
a therapist. I felt like I was play-acting at this point. Sure, I'd been seeing clients for a couple of 
months now, but it was in the context of the school clinic, behind two-way mirrors and always 
with a more experienced co-therapist. Lucy would be my first client alone. All alone. Behind 
closed doors with no one watching. I felt a curious mixture of excitement and terror. 
I snuck another look at Lucy, glancing around the room first so it wouldn't be obvious. 
What must she think of me? A pale, bespectacled, white woman in her mid-thirties with an 
affinity for long skirts and clogs, the only potentially edgy thing about me is my very short 
reddish-brown hair. But who I am kidding? Even when I shaved my head after coming out a 
decade earlier, I still hadn't looked tough. Affable and approachable, I've always been the kind 
of person strangers ask for directions. The kind of person that girls like Lucy would mock. Hold 
on now, I say to myself. You're no longer that nerdy girl with glasses vying for acceptance from 
a cool classmate. You're an adult and Lucy is an adolescent who is coming to you for therapy. I 
take a deep breath and reorient myself to the room. I notice the concern on Lucy's mother's face 
and her silence in contrast to her husband's loquaciousness. Lucy's little sister is calmly looking 
around the room while Lucy stares at the floor a few feet in front of her. The other therapist is 
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nodding and appears to be trying to interrupt Lucy's father, but without success. I regret, for 
what feels like the millionth time that I don't speak Spanish and try to pick up what I can. 
I think that asking Lucy about this meeting will be a starting place for us. I begin 
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imaging how our session will go when we're alone when I realize suddenly that the other 
therapist is talking and gesturing toward me. This is it, I think. The moment when Lucy and I 
leave the room is coming up. I glance again at Lucy, fearing her rejection. Another deep breath 
and I summon the empathy and courage to meet this teenager's stare with kindness, to imagine 
what it must be like for her to have her whole family march into this clinic where no one looks 
like her; to sit silently while she is being dissected in her first language, knowing she is about to 
enter a room with a adult and speak in English about stuff she doesn't want to talk about. 
Suddenly, my heart swells for her and I want to connect. If I fear her rejection, what must she be 
feeling? At fifteen, I certainly wouldn't have wanted my father to expound on my ways with 
anyone, let alone strangers in a clinical setting. My heart begins beating fast. Why does this feel 
like I'm about to perform on a stage? 
I continue to wonder why this feels like stage fright as the other therapist wraps up with 
Lucy's parents. As a performer, my nervousness arose because I knew that a connection with the 
audience was crucial. I could stand up there and perform perfectly but if the audience didn't feel 
a connection, my perfect performance didn't matter. It's the same with therapy, I thought. It 
doesn't matter how perfectly I "play" the good therapist with Lucy. If she and I don't connect, 
it's all for naught. With that thought in mind, I smiled and asked Lucy if she wouldn't mind 
coming with me to another room so we could talk a little bit. Lucy shrugged and followed me 
out the door. In the hallway, I glanced at her and asked if she needed a drink of water first or a 
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bathroom break. She nodded no, so I led her to the room where we'd be meeting. I held the 
door open and followed Lucy into the room. 
Edgy for a white girl 
In the epilogue of Bread & Spirit:Therapy with the new poor, Aponte (1994) writes: "As 
therapists we all bring so much of ourselves into our encounters with people and families - and 
reveal so little to our colleagues. We are telling more these days, but no matter how much we 
tell, there is always more that we don't tell" (p. 242). My guess is that therapists "don't tell" 
because there is fear in making ourselves vulnerable. Even sharing my private thoughts in the 
scenario with Lucy gives me pause: what will others (you) think of me? Vulnerability is the risk 
I take by making my "own experience a topic of investigation in its own right" (Ellis and 
Bochner, 2000, p. 733). Unlike the disembodied voice of traditional research methodologies, 
autoethnography asks me to disclose my intimate processes of knowing and coming to know. By 
offering up my personal narrative for exploration, I reveal the illusory notion of an in-control self 
generating thoughts detached from feelings; in a mind separate from a body; in a body outside of 
culture and relationship. The dominant cultural story in which I have been raised ties my value 
and self-esteem to my capacity to be strong, capable, and above all, in-control, so the admission 
that I am not in control of this process, nor of the thoughts and feelings that arise leave me 
feeling rather uneasy. I'm reminded of my hairdresser's response when I told her of the topic of 
this inquiry. She was in the midst of washing my hair, so I practically had to shout my topic-
race and connection and becoming a therapist - over the sounds of rushing water and hairdryers. 
Her response, when she sat me upright and began rubbing my head with a towel, was "that's 
edgy for a white girl." Edgy is an apt descriptor for how I've been feeling as I undertake this 
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exploration. Apprehensive and unsettled, this exploration takes me beyond what feels 
comfortable. I feel like I am coming up against an edge and I'd prefer to step back into what 
feels like safety - the safety of certainty, clarity, or at the very least, privacy, as I keep this 
untidy, unfinished journey to myself. As a white, middle-class woman, the proper place for 
untidy, unfinished business is in the closet, or at the very least in the house: not in public and 
never in view of strangers. Yet, even that which feels like instinct, this impulse to hide what is 
imperfect and incomplete, is an effect of that which I seek to explore: the invisible, naturalized, 
taken-for-granted ways that whiteness shapes my assumptions, views, and actions. 
In the vignette above, I revealed my inner processes as Lucy and I begin a rich and 
mutually satisfying therapeutic relationship. Each Wednesday evening at six o'clock, we would 
walk together up the stairs and into a small, blue room where Lucy would share her dreams, 
memories of Mexico, stories of her Grandparents, her losses and aspirations. We talked about 
the ways she coped as a small girl with the unpredictable, violent actions of her father who was 
frequently under the influence of alcohol. We talked about the benefit of holding onto her anger 
and explored together the possibility of being able to set it aside when she felt safe. The issue of 
safety provided an opening that I could have left alone, but chose not to. In that moment, I 
sensed that to really talk about safety meant we had to venture beyond family relationships and 
addiction to the reality of Lucy's position as a sixteen year-old Mexican girl in a predominantly 
white mid-western city. Her response was a deluge of stories, both heartbreaking and insane. 
She shared about living with dismissal and disgust, stereotypes of Mexicans, and women, and 
her multiple encounters with others who tried to make her feel less than. She spoke about 
deportation and police brutality and the gangs who offered her cousins and brothers a place to 
belong, a place where they could experience power and influence. She spoke with fire in her 
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eyes and anger. She spoke loudly. She often cried. When the moment was right, I did what felt 
like a difficult thing: I brought up our relationship. I asked her what it was like to share her 
stories with me, a white woman. She didn't act like it was a funny question or unusual. She 
nodded and furrowed her brow in that way I had come to know signaled she was thinking it over. 
Finally, she spoke. "It's your ideas that matter," she said, "not your race." She said that she 
watched me in the beginning and paid attention to what came out of my mouth and decided that I 
was okay. I was relieved but not surprised. I wasn't sure what she would say, but had enough 
faith in our connection to broach the topic. I also had the conviction that talking about our 
differences mattered. Without that conviction, I would not have followed her opening. I agreed 
with Lucy that it's the ideas that matter, the content of one's heart and mind, and not the color of 
one's skin. But she and I both knew that race has social significance. Together, Lucy and I 
shared an aspiration for race not to matter even as we acknowledged the ways it does. 
My desire was to create a therapeutic space that was large enough to hold the shifting 
ways in which race both matters and does not matter (Karis, 2003). My socialization as a white 
woman tells me race shouldn't matter and therefore doesn't matter. I have been brought up to 
think of myself as racially neutral and to not notice racial realities. Even the idea that authentic 
relationships between whites and people-of-color are constrained is difficult to take in. I want to 
push that idea away, point out exceptions, and deny the "relational consequences of color and 
culture stratification" (Walker, 1999, p. 5). Becoming aware of my habitual responses to race-
related information is how I begin to undermine "white relational practice:" the practice of not 
noticing the dynamics of race and racism (Karis, 2002). Also, noticing when I get swept up in 
dichotomous thinking: race matters or it does not; connection happens or it does not. Race does 
and does not matter, just as disconnections happen in the context of connection. Authentic 
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connection is possible, despite the ways we have all been shaped by a heritage of race-based 
stratification. I need to be aware of how I bring my "individual and collective biography" 
(Walker, 1999, p. 2) to the therapeutic relationship: the racially informed meanings and images 
that distort how I perceive myself in relationship to Lucy and also how I see her, and us together. 
Did I bring distorted images and stereotypes to my relationship with Lucy? Certainly. My 
stereotypes of urban Latina adolescents were present when we met. I recall my delight and 
surprise that she skateboarded, read science fiction and wanted to play the guitar. I had absorbed 
ideas about the daughters of Mexican immigrants living with their extended families in small 
apartments and I brought those images to my relationship with Lucy. Would I have had similar 
reactions to a first meeting with a 16 year-old girl if she had been white? It's likely, given that 
she was my first client and that I was uncertain about my ability to connect with adolescents. 
However, if Lucy had resembled me at that age - white, awkward, freckled -- different feelings 
might have arisen. I may not have had much anxiety over our ability to connect, and I may have 
felt more at-ease. I may have had a different set of worries, perhaps noticing my tendency to 
collapse her life and experiences with mine. Perhaps, I would notice myself ascribing similar 
thoughts and feelings just because we appeared similar. 
The dynamic interplay of the interpersonal and the cultural-collective contributes to the 
complexity of the therapeutic relationship (Hartling et aI, 2000, p. 8). This autoethnography is an 
invitation into my world as I work through the issues - cultural and interpersonal - that enabled 
me to stay in connection with Lucy and attend to her experience of racist trauma. This journey 
appears to begin in the first semester of graduate school, in Menomonie Wisconsin. But as I 
share the intricacies of my process, it will become clear that this journey started much earlier and 
continues as I type these words. This is not a linear process, even if we are bound by linear form. 
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For us to understand my subjective experience, I will draw on diary entries, personal emails, 
research notes and class assigned reflections. You will meet a few companions on this journey: 
my professor, Dr. Terri Karis, whom I will alternately refer to as "the professor" or "Terri." You 
will also meet my ex-partner, Ruth. Many others also played a crucial role in this process. How 
I came to be sitting here today, sharing my story with you, choosing to embark on a journey 
toward being and becoming a therapist in which others share their stories with me -- I owe to the 
web of relationships in which I move and breathe, my "relational reality" (Robb, 2000, p 179). 
In this process, I welcome you into the complexity of my relational reality. Exploring the 
complexity of race and relationships requires fluidity and grace. We need to move fluidly from 
the personal to the cultural lens, and as we do so, we need a generosity of spirit -my 
understanding of grace -- to see the ways we have all been shaped by a system which values 
consumption and competition over connection. Being vulnerable in this cultural context is risky. 
I ask that as you read you aspire to stay open to the contradictions that are part of my process. 
This is intimate, messy, and incomplete. At times I will write from the understanding that I had 
in the moment and at times I will write from the understanding I have now. It may not always be 
clear and I invite you to investigate your own heart and mind when you come upon an idea or 
situation that gives you pause. 
Research Notes - June i2, 2009 
In personal narrative texts, authors become "I, JJ readers become "you, JJ 
subjects JJ become "us. JJ Participants are encouraged to participate in a personal 
relationship with the author/researcher, to be treated as coresearchers, to share 
authority, and to author their own lives in their own voices. Readers, too, take a 
more active role as they are invited into the author's world, evoked to afeeling 
level about the events being described, and stimulated to use what they learn there 
to reflect on, understand, and cope with their own lives (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 
742). 
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As in life off the page, you may long for a sequential, continuous narrative in which we arrive 
together at a destination. I long for this as well. Even as I imposed the order that is necessary to 
tell a story, I also strove to question my desire to present a complete, orderly journey that wraps 
it all up in the end. This is not the paper I set out to write. I didn't know it would take on such a 
personal flavor or send me back to investigate what I had thought were old wounds. My hope is 
that this experience will be received in a space like the one I seek to create in sessions with 
clients - a place where vulnerability is welcome, where places of pain can be named and 
explored with gentleness. 
Private pain - "another way?" 
In the first few weeks of my graduate program in Marriage and Family Therapy, a student 
posed a question in class about the finer points of obtaining a correct diagnosis. To my surprise 
and delight, our psychopathology professor said to "err on the side of being human" (G. 
Rockwood, personal communication, September 18, 2007). I appreciated his response, for it 
suggests that who we are as therapists' matter. But I remember being a bit disturbed as well as I 
looked around at the women and men - including myself! -- who had chosen this path. Are we 
up to it? Could we even agree on a definition of what it means to "be human?" Is agreement 
necessary or even desirable? I was curious about the hearts and minds of my classmates and 
recognized in that moment that I had stories about each one of them, ideas about what had 
prompted them to pursue training as a therapist. They all appeared to be reasonable, sensible 
people in possession of qualities I was certain I lacked. Certainly, none of them had a history 
rife with heartbreak and loss, financial struggles and unsatisfying employment. People who 
become therapists are prudent, well-balanced folk, I recall thinking in my early weeks of 
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graduate school. They all get along splendidly with their parents and they most definitely didn't 
struggle with mental health issues of their own. As for their thoughts on race, I was less 
generous and very afraid: both of what they thought, and what I carried in my heart and mind. I 
was also aware of the one woman in our class who wasn't white and wondered about her 
experience. I noticed wanting to connect with her, and wanting to stay distant. I felt empathy 
for her being the only person-of-color in our class, but I also felt afraid that she, along with the 
others, might see what I kept private: my failures in matters of race and connection. I could be an 
ally, certainly, and an advocate. I held strong opinions on the injustice of the system and 
recognized that going through the world as a person-of-color was an entirely different experience 
than walking around in white skin. I knew I was privileged. I knew it was unfair. But I didn't 
know what to do about it. I figured that one day this private pain would work itself out, though I 
didn't have a lot of faith in that prospect. Other places of pain hadn't "worked themselves out." 
They had required and still require quite a bit of effort, or at the very least a willingness to go 
those places and rummage about - what's here? Can I touch it? Can I let it go or at least 
cultivate some care? I usually had a companion go with me, a trusted friend or a Jdnd and 
competent therapist. I rarely went to these places of pain alone. But this is different pain, I 
reasoned. This is pain I shouldn't have, that others don't have, that is the result of my blundering 
into relationships and spaces where I don't belong. If! were a less reactive person, I thought, a 
person with a keen mind, and a resilient, tough spirit, I wouldn't have this problem. 
I had some awareness coming into the Marriage and Family Therapy program of my 
propensity to judge myself harshly and view myself as lacking in most areas of my life. I was 
skeptical and critical of the dominant cultural stories about what it was to be a white woman 
(thin, heterosexual, well-off, married, self-assured), but I still bought into those stories, 
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continuing to judge myself for being too big, too emotional and on top of that, too conforming 
for buying into these messages. The irony was not lost on me, though that didn't lessen the pain. 
What did help with the pain was sitting meditation, a practice I started a few years before 
beginning graduate school. It wasn't a magic cure, or even a cure at all. But I did notice the grip 
.of these stories begin to lessen just a little bit. By sitting and paying attention to my breath, I 
learned to watch my stories -Sharon as Loser, Sharon as Lacking-All-Resolve, Sharon as 
Unworthy of Love -- and feel my heart constrict in pain, and eventually, mercifully I would feel 
my heart relax, just a little bit. And then, it would happen again, the endless replay of stories, the 
constriction of my heart and mind, and the eventual relaxing as I began to see these stories not as 
me, or even as true, but as habits of thought and relating enforced by cultural beliefs about the 
nature of self and reality. I began to feel the pain of relating to myself in this way -- berating 
myself for not measuring up; scolding myself for wanting to measure up in the first place - and 
glimpse the possibility of another way. This belief was what kept me returning to the practice of 
sitting down and watching my breath: there has to be another way. 
Seeking empathy 
I carried this curious mix of pain and possibility with me into my first Cultural 
Competence class. Could there be another way of relating to my failure to connect meaningfully 
across lines of race? Another position to take besides a shameful resignation to live an insular 
white life unaffected and unaware of the gross inequities affecting distant (raced) Others? It 
didn't seem possible. Even now, I hesitate to share the details of my failure. I feel the air go out 
of my lungs as I consider putting these words on paper. The rules for my family and this culture 
dictate against exposing where I have failed. Yet, this past year I have invited women, men, 
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adolescents and children to share with me their failures, inadequacies, struggles and pain. If I am 
not willing or able to do the same, how can I ask this of my clients? Aponte (1994) asserts that a 
therapist's thoughts, emotions, and life experiences are "among our most important resources" 
(p. 242). Does he mean failure? Heartbreak? Does he know how difficult it is to access these 
resources? Additionally, I hesitate to share my story because I don't want my narrative to 
contribute to the othering of people-of-color. Though I am attempting to share profoundly 
painful experiences in my life, I want to ensure I am not positioned as the victim in these 
narratives. I do not share these stories to accuse, nor do I share in order to deny the privilege I 
always have as a white woman. I had choices and I had privilege, even as I experienced great 
pain. And yet, I feel that there is something to be gained by sharing these stories. If I truly 
believe I am a failure in matters of race and connection, will I not act on such beliefs? I'm 
starting to see that by staying silent, by keeping my story and shame to myself out of fear that I 
may contribute to the silencing and shaming that has been the legacy for people-of-color, I may 
perpetuate what I'm hoping to challenge. My understanding of connection is built on the idea of 
mutual empathy (Jordan et aI., 1991). I am learning that ifI am not able to empathize with 
myself, disentangling the prejudice and confusion and guilt within me, I cannot empathize with 
clients when they bring their stories about racist trauma into the therapy room. If there are 
places that are inaccessible within me, cloaked beneath defensiveness and fear, my desire to 
evade any reminders of such places will limit my ability to be present and accessible to my 
clients. 
Diary - March 19, 2004 
I went for a walk in the rain along Lake Calhoun and remembered that I have 
always wanted to begin a practice of meditation. This thought gave me hope. I 
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have needed something, anything to still the anxiety, the repetitious thoughts of 
regret and self-loathing. I haven't been able to pray and sit in silence. Being 
alone has been agony. Walking, I also thought more about who I am and how I 
ended up here in Minneapolis. I thought that I have done everything backwards. 
I have sought for answers from outside of myself. I have tried to create a life 
from the outside in, hoping that if the external factors were in place, I would find 
internal order as well. But this has not worked. By trying to ignore or silence 
my inner stiffering, I have created a chaotic, directionless life ... I have wanted 
another story. I have wanted to start over in new skin - no scars. A new history. 
I think I must own my stiffering before I can find my peace. 
I want to be able to go with clients to places of pain and journey with them, as witness and 
companion, as we uncover narratives of hope and agency. But as I undertake this 
auto ethnographic study, I realize that I have yet to do the same for me. Or rather, I have started, 
but there are a few key places that I have neglected to explore. My hope is that my story will not 
the elicit the judgment I fear, but the empathy I seek - empathy for all of us who are 
"constrain[ed]" (Walker, 1999, p.4) by "relational distortions [that] arise from dominant/ 
subordinate or stratified relationships" (p. 3). Emboldened by the possibility for connection, I 
will take a deep breath and share with you why I came to the conclusion that I was a failure in 
matters of race and connection. 
Love and Loss - returning to white 
It started with love and ended with loss, as so many stories about love do. I was in my 
early twenties when I fell in love with a black woman. We believed that race (and gender) 
didn't matter. It turned out we were wrong, on both accounts, but at that time she was simply the 
person I loved and she happened to be female and she happened to be black. The matter of 
gender appeared to be the bigger deal; this was certainly the initial opinion of our families when 
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we revealed our love to them. Together, we weathered the rejection and dismissal of our families 
(mostly mine) and rejoiced at every small move they made toward acceptance (mostly hers). We 
survived law school (for her) and multiple cross-country moves. We held a private ceremony, 
exchanging rings and vows of undying commitment. Our home was our refuge, a place where 
differences were erased (race), and sameness didn't matter (gender), where we could relax and 
simply be two people living their life together. Eventually, her family came around, so our 
world and our place in it broadened as we celebrated holidays and special occasions with her 
(now mine) extended family. When after seven years, it all came crashing down, I felt utterly 
bereft. Caring for her and for us had been my entire world. Her family had become my family, 
but when we left each other, they went with her. Suddenly, my world was white and so, it 
seemed was 1. It's not that I had forgotten that I was white. On the contrary, I learned what it 
meant to be whi.te in the context of our relationship. At the same time, I didn't feel white in the 
way I had before this relationship. In some ways I felt "more white" than ever, but 
paradoxically, it also felt like I wasn't truly white anymore. It reminded me of when I returned 
from Australia at the age of seventeen after an absence of eleven years. I appeared American 
and carried an American passport, but I had been in another country for so long I didn't feel 
American. I had a different way of relating to the world, a different perspective. But you 
couldn't tell by looking at me. It was only after you heard my accent and learned my story that 
you knew I had been somewhere else for a long time. After the accent faded, it was even harder 
to tell. This is what it felt like to be white after that relationship ended. 
Diary - July 25, 2008 
1 try to explain to C why My Beautiful Laundrette has meaningfor me, that 1 
even find it enjoyable, and slightly mesmerizing to watch afilm of drunken 
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fathers, womanizing businessmen, violent boys, and desperate daughters living 
their lives in a squalid suburb of London during Thatcher's dirty reign. It was 
for the story which emerged, eventually, of the love between two sons - one 
Pakistani, one white - both on the dole, both drifting, bothfrom worlds so 
different and yet the same one - the story of England at that time that brought 
their stories together - one disenfranchised because of class, the other because 
of culture and race. Their connection created an affiliation that let them love 
despite the despair and mistrust. The moment when they sat together, chests 
bare, in the back of their beautiful laundrette, looking at each other lovingly, 
playfully, I thought - where are their families now, their separate and 
oppositional positions in society, the owner/worker, fascist/Pakistani. These 
identities weren't erased, they were there in that moment, but not central. The 
central story at that moment was one of lover and beloved. One could say it was 
simply sex, but it was and it was not. Had there not been sexual desire perhaps 
this connection could not have happened, but it was also more than sex. In this 
story, there was love - kindness, laughter, shared purpose, anger, trust, pain. 
Failure: love and perseverance not enough 
It was around the time of my break-up that I experienced failure in another realm. In what 
I now think was perhaps a last ditch effort to keep my partner, to keep us from falling apart, I 
took a job as a teacher in a public middle school in Brooklyn, New York. We needed the money 
and I was suddenly in need of work as I had at the very last minute deferred from graduate 
school for reasons I could not articulate, but that frustrated her (and me) immensely. I had some 
course work in education, some experience tutoring, and as the daughter of a teacher, I figured I 
could probably make this work. My partner had recently started exploring new facets of her 
black identity, so I was also completely seduced by what appeared to be the opportunity to prove 
to my partner that I could be tough and walk into situations that other white people thought were 
scary, and hold my own. These were just kids who happened to be black and brown and poor. 
They couldn't help where they happened to land in society. All they needed was someone like 
me, someone who recognized that they got a raw deal in life, but who could see them for who 
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they really were. I was only a substitute, but the administration needed a "permanent substitute" 
since they were not able to keep a licensed teacher in the position. Also, since these kids had lost 
not one, but two permanent teachers by the time I came to them in October, I decided that I had 
to be the one who was going to stay. They deserved it, I reasoned. I knew these kids had tested 
the hell out of those other teachers who resigned, but I knew they took it personally when those 
teachers left. I wanted to protect them from another experience of rejection, I thought, feeling 
dizzy with the powers my new position appeared to make mine. Here was my chance to make up 
for years of mediocrity. No longer would I wander aimlessly from job to job or just stay at home 
doing the laundry and cooking dinner for my rising star of a girlfriend. No, this was my chance 
to show her that I could do something grand. I could be somebody by showing her and everyone 
else that the separation of our society along racial lines was wrong. Just as I wanted it to be in 
my flailing relationship, I believed that with enough love and perseverance, I could just step over 
racial divisions and they would disappear. 
Lone white savior vs. apartheid 
Then I discovered that I wasn't Michelle Pfeiffer in a Hollywood movie and these kids 
didn't want me to rescue them. I didn't have a black belt, ex-Marine status or know anything 
about what it meant to grow and survive in "Bed-Stuy, Do-or-Die."] What Idid have was 35 to 
40 children turning up in my classroom or the outside hall every 90 minutes or so. They showed 
up stoned, exhausted, or wired. Fights were common, teacher's cars were trashed outside, guns 
were waved around on a couple of occasions and I had a child nearly strangled to death in the 
middle of my classroom (third period on a Thursday) by two grown men who ran in from off the 
1 Bed-Stuy is short for Bedford-Stuyvesant, the neighborhood in which this school was located. 
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street. If things got "out-of-hand," I was advised to threaten to hold the children after school, call 
their parents on my cell phone and/or make them fear me. 
Research Notes - July, 23, 2009 
As 1 describe my time teaching in Bed-Stuy, I'm tempted to leave out the 
details. Ifear that 1 am describing these kids in ways that will contribute to the 
stereotypes that already plague them. 1 don't know how to resolve this tension: 
telling my story and not collaborating with the dominant narrative about urban 
kids-of-color. This particular school and the children 1 encounter are not 
representative of all of Black America. This is often the only picture we see, 
however, which is why 1 hesitate to share this experience. 
The Principal informed me herself that sending them to her office - or anywhere -- was 
not an option. If I really needed assistance, she told me that I could send a child to find security 
(the phones in the classrooms were broken, as were the metal detectors). I was horrified, both by 
the behavior of these kids and the administration and what appeared to be a system of apartheid 
in this country (No paper? No books? Everything broken? No protection from violence?). I 
connected with some of the children, but some of them, I wanted to simply go away. I was also 
frustrated and confused to see that other people, other whites and African Americans, seemed 
able to do what I was finding increasingly difficult: show up. These other people at the school 
fell primarily into two camps. There were the Christians who appeared motivated by a desire to 
save these kids souls and didn't seem too disturbed by issues of inequity or it seemed, learning. 
And then the others: people who were "doing time" in their words and were not afraid to express 
their opinion that we just a holding place for these kids who were bound for jail or the streets. I 
was scared to come too close to the Christians out of my discomfort with their perspective and 
out of fear that they would despise me for being queer. And I was appalled by the stance of the 
others who appeared to despise these children. I didn't want to approach these kids with 
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condescension or hopelessness. I wanted to show up with - what? I wasn't sure at the time. I 
mainly wanted to save them - from poverty, from hopelessness -- and in the process figured I 
would be saved as well -- from hopelessness, from fear. The fear that I didn't matter and 
couldn't, no matter how hard I tried, make a difference; that maybe people were right, that the 
divide in this country is too wide and the chances for these kids are too slim. The pain of that 
possibly being true was too much to face. There was one teacher, a black woman named Ms. 
Bailey who Was different. She both loved these kids and was able to teach them. They mostly 
settled down in her class and adored her. They even did some work for her. I would meet with 
her as often as I could, but she was exhausted and struggling with health issues, so I didn't want 
to burden her with my struggles. She would lift one eyebrow when I'd show up at her door, 
"Well, Ms. Barnett, how's it going?" and I would fight back tears, pretending everything was 
okay. 
Diary - April 4, 2004 
It is devastating to think that I may have been able to last at the school if I had 
been able to let go. If I had been strong and of clear vision, I may have been 
able to make it until June. Instead, I got in on the strength of my personality-
the flimsy construct that it is - and burnt out by the end of four weeks. The final 
three months, I had nothing to give. I collapsed inwardly, having no reserves, 
no real strength to access in my time of great need. Perhaps it took something 
that severe, that drastic to teach me that I had to let go. 
Walking out: from openness to fear 
Meanwhile, I began to startle easily. I lost my appetite. I began craving a drink in the 
evening as I wrote my lesson plans - how to teach English to 8th graders with a second grade 
reading level at best and no books and a principal who screamed at us about testing and needing 
to raise our scores or the school will be closed and then what? One drink would lead to two or 
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three and I began skipping dinner in favor of drinks, as falling asleep slightly drunk became the 
norm. My partner was living a few hours away during this time in upstate New York. The 
original plan had been that we would be there together, but for logistical reasons and for the 
conflicts we were starting to have, we thought it would be good to have a little distance and see 
each other on weekends. So, I kept my struggles to myself, though she began to notice that I had 
trouble eating and seemed more anxious than usual. I didn't want to tell her that I was having 
memories of living in my parent's house and that I was responding to the unpredictability and 
violence of where I was going. each day in the same way that I had responded as a child: 
depression. I also couldn't share that I vacillated between seeing these children as depraved 
villains and heroic victims. Here were these kids, I recall thinking, living their lives with such 
bravery and bravado, and I was coming home each night to my safe, tiny cocoon of an apartment 
and drinking gin, imagining a long sleep beneath the cold New York city streets, a sleep from 
which I would never have to wake. Eventually, I admitted to a close friend over the telephone 
the truth of my situation - what really went on at the school and how I was responding -- and at 
her insistence, I left. I made up a lie to the kids about my brother needing me in Minneapolis. 
The lie was only a partial one, but I still felt sick as I told them. And I think they knew. A few 
ofthem asked me ifI'd been jumped and if that was the real reason I was leaving. I assured 
them it wasn't and fleshed out my story. They could relate to needing to be there for a sibling in 
trouble. I knew that and I used that knowledge to my benefit. I felt such shame, I didn't even say 
goodbye to Ms. Bail~y. She was out on a temporary sick leave, but I didn't call her or leave a 
note. I just left, a little over four months to the day of starting my position. 
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Diary - March 14,2004 
I have been trying to avoid this place for years. 
I have been in Minneapolis for eleven days. I don't want to think. I don't want 
to think about where I've been or why I'm here. I have wanted to become 
oblivious to all that surrounds me. 
I made a mistake. When did I make the first one and does that matter now? I 
have been trying to avoid this momentfor what seems like my entire life. I have 
not owned my self or my family or my life. I have looked at it, not liked what I 
saw and turned away. I have told myself stories. And I have waited for the 
stories to become true. I have waitedfor the myth to become reality. I have 
waitedfor the mythical Sharon (calm, perfect, poised) to stand up and begin 
living her life. 
But she doesn't exist. There is only one. She is nearly thirty and because she 
has denied her own past, she is just now beginning to live her life. 
Six months later, my partner and I decided we needed to end our relationship. She kept 
her family and our friends in New York. I retreated to my home in Minneapolis. Suddenly, my 
world was virtually all white. Eventually, my ex began dating and all the women she dated were 
black. I began dating too and after some time found myself falling in love with a white woman. 
I couldn't bear to think or talk about my experience at the middle school in Brooklyn but did 
notice when I first returned to Minneapolis that I wanted to avoid places that bore any 
resemblance to that time and place, like the corner store in Powerderhorn Park, my diverse South 
Minneapolis neighborhood. I would start shaking just walking along the street when I heard 
booming bass from a car or passed large groups of black folk hanging out on their front lawn. 
What had happened to me? I had gone from being an open hearted person, albeit naive, and now 
I was acting like a scared white woman. Before teaching in Brooklyn I had worked and 
socialized with people of color. I had lived with a black woman. I had celebrated holidays for 
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years with my partner's kin, large groups of black and brown folk in which I was frequently the 
only white person present. But given my fear and my paranoid thoughts, I was left with what 
seemed to me a very reasonable conclusion: I was just another scared white liberal whose 
sentimental fantasies for closing the racial divide had been shattered. When it came to race and 
connection, I was clearly a failure, personally and professionally. Case closed. 
Diary - Monday, March 17, 2004 
1 told myself that 1 would cherish any day that 1 did not have to go into that 
place, but now 1 have them - long, empty days - and 1 am still sad, still lonely. 
This is better. It is better than going in there every day. But it is confusing too. 
For 1 have the feeling of abandonment. Ifeel abandoned and Ifeellike 1 have 
abandoned my post. 1 have walked off the field where the battle continues to be 
fought. So there is reliefbut also a sense of displacement. Who am 1 now? 
What is my work? What am 1 to do with these hours, these hands? 
Steeling myself: entering Cultural Competence 
It is no small wonder that I entered Cultural Competence in Family Therapy class with 
trepidation, feeling the need to shield myself from others so they wouldn't glimpse these failures. 
I wasn't sure how I would do this, but I was somewhat skilled in looking like I had it all together, 
despite significant internal turmoil, so I figured 1'd get through just fine. I steeled myself for the 
inevitable prejudice of other white people. I knew 1'd be triggered by comments or attitudes that 
implied the inferiority of people-of-color. After my experiences, I was weary of white people 
saying they just didn't think racism was a problem anymore. I thought this was completely and 
utterly absurd. But I was also afraid to look at the mix of confusion and pain that was present in 
my own heart and mind whenever I thought about these issues. It was too painful. And yet, I 
also carried with me the hope that maybe things could be different. Pain was present, but so was 
possibility, inspired by my nascent meditation practice. I had a shaky confidence in my ability to 
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be with most things "as they are." This was no small feat. Learning how to see things (family 
relationships, my own perceived inadequacies, some deep regrets) as they were without shutting 
down emotionally or turning away was a huge, first step, and evidence I thought that I might be 
able to do the work of a therapist. Embarking on this journey - graduate school -- was part of 
the process, I reasoned. 
Surprise - race and emotion 
You can perhaps imagine my surprise when one of the first things the professor said was 
that our work this semester would be about awareness, since awareness was key to my sitting 
meditation practice. The professor immediately drew our attention to our bodies saying our work 
is to keep our nervous system open, to stay receptive to new and uncomfortable information. 
She spoke of two different intelligences, cognitive and somatic, and said that we would be 
drawing on both with an emphasis on the latter. Furthermore, she said that if students didn't have 
skills of emotional regulation, they might have difficulty receiving the content of this class. I 
was intrigued. This was a class about race and culture and she was talking about the body and 
emotion. I remember starting to feel excitement and panic as it began to dawn on me that I 
would be unable to avert my eyes from my private pain if I wanted to truly participate in this 
class. I tried to shove my heightened emotional response aside so I could properly pay attention. 
I tuned back in just as she said something about a tendency to blame ourselves when we act or 
think in ways we don't like - a tendency we have because of a focus on the individual in our 
culture. This focus neglects to see the power of context and so, she said emphatically, be kind to 
yourself as you notice how you've been powerfully shaped by cultural, familial relationships 
(T.A. Karis, personal communication, Sept 11, 2007). I was curious about the connection 
46 
between individualism and blame. I think I knew what she meant, but I wasn't sure. I was also 
moved by her use of the word "kind." Being kind to myself was a new stance, one I had not 
encountered until beginning to meditate. I remembered being struck by how potent and 
unfamiliar it was to relate to myself with kindness. It actually felt like I was doing something 
wrong. Could I really relate with kindness to the naIve woman who took that job in Brooklyn, 
New York? And what about letting go of blame - blame for the ways I contributed to the end of 
my relationship, blame for walking away from my classes of kids who needed someone to be 
there for them, blame for my secret desire to simply ignore racism and its effects -- could I really. 
let that go? My professor seemed to be suggesting that part of the reason it felt so 
counterintuitive to relate with kindness was because of the larger cultural context. My head was 
swimming. I recall willing myself back to the classroom aware that if I dwelled on this for too 
long, my eyes might fill with tears. But it was starting to come together in that very first class: If 
responding with kindness is so terribly difficult, is it any wonder that I don't want to move 
toward this pain and confusion? Is it any wonder that I keep myself out of situations where I 
might have to look at this suffering? That I avoid people and places where these painful thoughts 
and feelings might be triggered? 
Research Notes - June 15,2009 
"Believe me, honest autoethnographic exploration generates a lot of fears and 
doubts - and emotional pain. Just when you think you can't stand the pain 
anymore, well, that's when the real work has only begun" (p. 738) ... Then 
there's the vulnerability of revealing yourself, not being able to take back what 
you've written or having any control over how readers interpret it. It's hard not 
to feel you life is being critiqued as well as your work" (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, 
p. 738) 
Can I do this? Do I want to? Will this unraveling of pain andfear and delusion 
(seeing myself solely as an individual outside of history and culture for whom all 
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spaces ought to be accessible) - will this be of benefit to anyone beside myself? 
There it is again - neglecting to connect the personal to the cultural, to see my 
struggle as related to something larger, the longing we all have to bring the 
reality of our lives into alignment with our values, to connect ... 
Racial Moments as awareness practice 
I desperately wanted to do what this professor was suggesting was possible. I wanted to 
let go of blame, but I wondered how. I couldn't change what had happened in my past and I 
didn't relish the thought of rehashing it. Writing it now, for this autoethnographic exploration is 
the first I have ever written about my experiences in Brooklyn. This uncharacteristic silence 
speaks to the impact it had on me. As for the ending of my relationship, before taking Cultural 
Competence, I did not consider how that loss also contributed to my beliefs about being a failure 
as a human being who cares about connection and race. As I considered what felt like a 
conundrum - how to deal with the past and its consequences -- the professor gave out our first 
assignment. We were required to keep an on-going journal reflecting on the "racial moments" 
that we experience as we go about our daily lives. She defined a racial moment as any time we 
become aware of race. A white student raised his hand and said that since he is surrounded 
almost entirely by white people, he was not going to have the opportunity to record many racial 
moments. I can't remember how the professor responded, but I remember noting that she 
challenged his view, but with kindness and respect. She didn't seem afraid to say things that her 
students might find difficult to hear and I found myself relaxing a little bit, feeling as though I 
had a competent and compassionate guide on this journey. She distributed a handout titled 
Racial Moments Systematic Self-Observation with the following instructions: 
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Go about your daily life as you normally do. When race comes into your awareness 
through a thought, feeling or interaction please observe it. Don't change it, judge it, or do 
something different. Simply document the experience using the following format. It is 
helpful to document as soon as possible after you notice a racial moment so that it is fresh 
in your awareness. 
1. What is the situation? 
2. Who is involved? (it might be just you) 
3. What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? . 
4. Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your 
thoughts and feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
One of the stated goals for this assignment was to learn how to tolerate being uncomfortable. 
Instead of moving away from discomfort, she suggested we try to stop and notice, asking 
ourselves how we can learn to tolerate our own experience long enough to truly see it. Another 
goal was to learn to tolerate ambiguity. As therapists, she said, we need to learn how to be with 
uncomfortable feelings long enough to generate options, to allow for the possibility of choice. 
Somehow, it seemed that relating with kindness was tied in with having more choice. In that 
moment, the connections I had been making between sitting meditation and approaching my 
race-related pain came together: instead of being one with the suffering, entangled in my views 
and thoughts and memories, perhaps I could shift just the tiniest bit to being the one who 
observes - with kindness - what is happening. That tiny shift had begun to make all the 
difference in my relationship to suffering when I started meditation. I couldn't eradicate what 
happened in the past -- the kids in my classroom, my relationship with my ex-partner, my 
childhood. All I could affect was how I respond in the present. My opinions of myself as a 
failure, as prejudiced and pathetic, arise in the present. These views are perhaps even re-created 
afresh by how I relate to them (blame, pity, shame) and how I move in the world as a result. 
Perhaps, by paying attention to the moments when race comes to my attention - in my thoughts, 
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encounters, feelings - the stories, walls, myths and pain would start to unravel. It seemed a 
terrifying prospect, but I felt that I had nothing to lose. 
Diary - August 15, 2008 
It occurred to me this morning while walking home from the meditation center 
that what I'm going through, or rather what is going through me, is not unlike 
my racial moments practice. When I dared to be present so I could see myself as 
a racialized being, I came into contact with the same Shiff: judgment, 
hopelessness, a desire to be different, a desire for things to be other than how 
they are. The struggle I had around bringing my whole self to the encounter, 
showing up fully, along with my struggle to sit and stay with a breaking heart, 
without turning away, without seeking solace in platitudes and solutions. All 
this is what's unfolding as I attempt to become a therapist. It's the same work. 
Self-consciousness and uncertainty 
I began to keep a journal of every time race came to my attention. In truth, race came to 
my attention more frequently than I recorded for this assignment. My original journal had over 
twenty entries, but I received the impression that my classmates were struggling to come up with 
even a few, so I edited my selection. I was also painfully self-conscious about how I wished to 
appear to my professor. Saying I wanted her approval would have been an understatement. I 
thought that if she could accept me, then maybe I could accept myself. This is a woman who, 
like me, had fallen in love with someone "across the color line" and she was raising black 
children. But unlike me, I considered her honorable, unsullied by the likes of my past actions --
running from children in need, paranoid thoughts, retreating to a virtually all-white community. 
So, I was careful in these first entries. I recall that I was testing my professor, wanting to see 
whether she would respond and what her response would be like. I also wanted to strike that 
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perfect balance between appearing to reveal it all, while looking really good (aware, non-biased) 
at the same time. But another test was going on: could I really do this? My thoughts about race, 
and racism were vague and hazy, not organized and coherent. I don't instinctively bring much 
organization to my thoughts as I am usually distracted by feelings and color and free 
associations, never thinking in lines but in leaps that often don't make sense until later, if they 
ever do. But this process was asking me to stop, notice, and apply what I was learning. The race-
related learning in class, in addition to engaging in such a systematic process, was imposing a 
certain order on what heretofore had been drifting and floating in my mind. I also wasn't certain 
I wanted to go beneath the surface of my awareness to the pain and confusion that lay just 
beneath. I felt like I had done enough personal work through therapy and meditation to sustain 
the level of emotional stability and energy I was managing to bring to my new role as graduate 
student - did I really want to do more? Could I? Was it necessary? Perhaps, I could skim along 
and no one, not even myself, would notice the difference. 
Racial Moments Reflection 1 - Fall 2007 (see Appendix D for complete set one) 
September 12, 2007 
The situation: 
While walking my dog on an isolated wooded path alongside the Mississippi, I run into two 
men: one is white, and one is black. 
What are the thoughts, feelings andlor words spoken? 
I felt slightly uncomfortable when I ran into the white man and quite happy to have my dog 
along with me. But I felt very comfortable running into the second man along the path, a 
black man and we chatted a little about our dogs. Noticed that I considered him an attractive 
person - nice smile. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
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After that interaction considered how I felt .... I've never run into a black man on that path 
before. Felt pleased with myself for not feeling uncomfortable because I often feel 
uncomfortable when I run into men when I'm alone (I'm usually walking the dog early in the 
morning or later in the evening). Then, I felt some chagrin that I felt that way (pleased with 
myself) and noticed I was judging myself for feeling pleased. Is this white liberal pride - a 
pat on the back for the white girl who doesn't get scared when she meets a black man on a 
path in the woods? I have a lot of judgment when I find myself buying into stereotypical 
dominant cultural beliefs. Then I attempted to give some nuance to what was going on ... 
thought then that the reason I felt comfortable with the black man was because he appeared 
solidly - or even upper -- middle-class. He appeared at ease with his dog and in the woods 
and I felt that also. The white man I had passed earlier didn't appear to feel so at ease. He 
also appeared to be working class and his eyes seemed a little too interested in holding my 
gaze. So interesting to notice how in this instance class trumped race, or appeared to do so. 
Walking home the rest of the way, noticed how everyone I passed was white and considered 
how comfortable I felt walking along the sidewalk, knowing I wasn't drawing any attention 
at all, feeling the comfort of blending in. Wishing everyone could feel so at ease. Wishing 
it wasn't so unusual to run into a black man (middle class only?) while walking near my 
home. Wishing we could all (all classes?) feel at ease, together. .. 
September I3, 2007 
The situation: 
Receiving a scholarship from the white daughter of the donor (the mother for whom the 
scholarship is named has died). We are seated together at an awards ceremony and 
afterwards attend a dessert reception. She mentions working in China and I mention growing 
up in Australia. Upon discovery that I am the daughter of Christian missionaries, she is 
delighted and reveals that she is actually a missionary. She tells me that the people of China 
are open and "hungry" for the gospel, but that Europe is "very, very dark," referring to their 
'resistance' to Christianity. Later, she speaks of teaching English in China and says casually 
of her Chinese students, "you can't tell them apart, you know." She tells some other stories 
that reveal prejudice and ends the evening by asking me what church I attend. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
I felt sickened by her delight of my heritage and frustrated with myself for revealing my 
upbringing. My thoughts were, 'I should know better than reveal this in the Midwest, 
because chances are they will be religious and will think I too am religious.' I actually felt 
some fear that if she learned I was queer, she could somehow get the scholarship revoked. 
So, sitting in that place of fear, and feeling my shame triggered for having so obviously left 
the path of my parents, I said nothing. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
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I definitely judged her for her remarks, but judged myself even more so for saying nothing. I 
was very offended by the way she spoke of her students and the casual prejudice she 
displayed. I know, however, from experience that when I feel shame for being queer, I don't 
make a very good ally. I go into protective mode and look out only for myself. I'd like to 
feel proud and confident and wish I could have respectfully said something about her 
prejudiced remarks. The rebel in me, who is often silent, also wished she could have known 
that her scholarship was supporting a lesbian! Interesting to see how my internalized 
homophobia kept me from challenging racist ideas ... 
End of Semester Reflection - December 9, 2007 
The idea ofholding things "lightly" is a wonderful imageiconcept. Itfeels 
impossible to "let go" of judgment, shame, prejudice, or hopelessness. But 1 can 
hold these powerful, habitual ways of relating and being "lightly." 1 have found 
so much freedom from this idea. 
September 14, 2007 
The situation: 
At the intersection of Cedar, Minnehaha, and Franklin Avenues, I see a car being driven by 
an African woman wearing a traditional-looking, black headscarfwith a bumper sticker that 
says "No one is free when others are oppressed." 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
I'm surprised! I associate bumper stickers like that one with white progressives, not black 
African women dressed in traditional (Muslim?) attire. My surprise is quickly followed by 
delight and curiosity. What's her story, I wonder? 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
A few minutes after registering my feelings, I feel saddened by my response. Why such 
shock that she should connect to the message in that sticker? Have I completely believed the 
dominant interpretation that African women are oppressed and that stickers like that are 
about them? Do I think that only white people (read: Western) are "free" and un-oppressed? 
Would I have felt surprised if the car hadn't been driven by an African woman, but by an 
African American woman? I think it would have depended on whether the African American 
woman looked "progressive" or not, because I have a few black women friends who are 
entirely capable of driving around with such messages on their car bumpers. So, I'm 
thinking it was the combination of factors that played into my response- my beliefs about 
African women, Muslim women. I was also a little uncomfortable that I felt such delight ... 
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Is it patronizing? Is my thinking it's "cool" somewhat condescending? I'm thinking it 
might be .... But I think I also appreciate the fact that she shook up some of my assumptions. 
September 15, 2007 
The situation: 
Co-facilitating a Volunteer Training session at a local nonprofit. Notice my interest when the 
only black woman speaks with confidence and poise and carries herself as one who doesn't 
feel different or "other" -- in an easy, relaxed manner. The black women I'm used to 
interacting with in this setting are not usually so self-assured. I find myself surprised by the 
amount of eye contact she keeps with me during the training (I was the trainer) and her quiet, 
casual confidence. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
I assume she's not from the Midwest and learn that she's the daughter of Ghanian 
immigrants and attending Carlton College. I feel a little uneasy that I wasn't as interested in 
the other volunteers as I was in her. Did she notice my interest? Mind it? Like it? We 
chatted afterwards and had some rapport ... because of class? Because we both grew up 
somewhere other than the US? Or simply because I put out the message that I found her 
interesting? Does she feel like I'm another curious white person? Or does she sense that my 
interest is genuine, that I feel "other" in different ways and admire people who are deemed 
"other" but find ways of carrying themselves with confidence and grace? 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What are your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I think I connected with this woman for a number of reasons. Confident, open people draw 
others to them. I feel like it wouldn't have mattered whether she was black or not, that her 
presence was big and yes, she's black, but this was more about presence than about her race. 
Is that so? Is it okay that I think that? Am I wrong? Would she agree? Before this class I 
would have thought something like that without even thinking about it! 
September 17, 2007 
The situation: 
Some new (white) classmates want to know how I was connected to an east coast school and 
I told them that my ex was admitted into the law school there. They wanted to know how she 
got in and asked if she was super smart. I say, yes, very, and they go on to ask a few other 
questions about the relationship. Usually it comes out that she and I have different cultural 
backgrounds. However, during this conversation, I omit any mention of her race or ethnicity. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
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I feel like I'm hiding something by not telling them that my ex-partner is black. I don't want 
to reveal her race in this context because I believe that most white people think that black 
people don't get anywhere without handouts, that the only reason a black girl gets into a top 
school is because she's black. I feel a little edgy during the conversation and realize that I'm 
feeling them out, watching to see how close I can be to these people. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? . What were your thoughts 
and feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
After the conversation, I am bothered by my omission. I want to mention that she's black, 
but not in the context of her achievement. I'm still haunted by her stories, how her high 
school guidance counselor wanted her to try for a basketball scholarship because his mind 
couldn't compute that a tall, black girl could get into college for something other than sports 
(even after she got a perfect verbal score on the SAT - without studying!). I don't want to be 
that person, that white woman bragging about the achievements of her black ex - like I want 
to prove to "them" that their stereotypes are wrong. But if I'm secure that "their" view is 
faulty, why the need to prove anything? I fear that this omission reveals something 
unresolved in me... I also feel weary of introducing all the ways I'm different to this new 
crowd of people. If feels enough to be gay, but now I've also been married before to a black 
woman?!? Ijust want to blend in, but it seems that even though I can on the surface, blending 
in is.not an option if I'm to be open and authentic. 
End of Semester Reflections - December 9, 2007 
Through keeping ajournal of my racial moments, 1 have learned that my 
judgment of myself and of others keeps me separate and in isolation. The more 1 
can admit to my feelings, the more 1 can accept the feelings of others - even if 
these are not feelings or responses 1 want. 1 can only accept the prejudice of 
other whites if 1 can accept my own. By banishing 1!ly own disturbingfeelings 
and thoughts, 1 banish others - and the possibility for connection and growth. 
September 19, 2007 
The situation: 
Attend a community event at The Creative Leadership Studio. I walk in and notice that all 
the people of color are sitting together - African American, Asian,. and Native American. 
What are the thoughts, feelings, and/or words spoken? 
I'm really aware of race due to this class and so am instantly aware of the segregation in the 
room. I'm not surprised, feel a little saddened by it, and think that I would have noticed and 
felt sad whether I was in this class or not. 
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Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts 
and feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I think my sadness is about feeling like my connection to that handful of tables where 
everyone seated was black or brown is gone now that I'm not in a relationship with a person 
of color. My whiteness is a marker of not belonging there, with them, and I get it. I get why 
they are sitting together. I would be too if I were in their shoes. I'm just sad that there is a 
line that divides everyone and that I feel powerless, in that instant to do anything about it. 
Also, what needs to be done? Just because I feel sad doesn't mean we should all sit together, 
right? What's my motivation? 
September 19,2007 
The situation: 
Notice that I pass many of people of color as I bike the greenway from the Mississippi to 
Uptown. Make a point to smile and chat briefly with a Latino man who's walking by when I 
stop to take off my sweater. 
What are the thoughts, feelings, and/or words spoken? 
I feel curious. Seems like Minneapolis is so very white, but as I bike I am reminded that it's 
not. Feel a little saddened that most of the folks I pass appear to be struggling in some way 
as they walk along the greenway. But not all are struggling - some look content and 
engaged, but tired, everyone looks pretty tired. 
Reflection afterwards, how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
Think about how it's not that there are no people of color in Mpls, but I would guess that 
most are not middle class. The people of color whose paths I cross usually have the same 
class background as me. In fact, most of the people I interact with in meaningful ways share 
my class background - or appear to do so. Thin~dng a lot about the intersection of class and 
race ... Thinking about my experience of living in Minneapolis and how different it would be 
if I weren't white or middle class. 
September 19, 2007 
The situation: 
My partner and I are driving and she says casually that she met to study with a "highstrung, 
typical white woman and a Muslim woman." 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
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I'm really curious about her wording and her suggestion that being "highstrung" is "typical" 
of white women. I ask her about this and she gets quite defensive, pointing out that she 
didn't say anything derogatory about the Muslim woman, that it was a white woman she was 
speaking of. I tell her that I'm not seeking justification for her wording, but that I'm just 
curious. I explain that I'm thinking about the creation of white identity, and how it is that I 
completely understand the stereotype of "typical, highstrung white woman." Ijust want to 
discuss where this might originate and why she chose that wording. I'm also curious about 
the contrast with her saying "Muslim woman" and the flood of associations and assumptions 
that came into my mind when she said those two words. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts 
and feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I think that beneath my curiosity was some judgment. I don't like that "highstrung" can be 
seen as "typical" for white women. Feels a bit sexist, also. So, I think my partner may 
become defensive in response to my judging attitude - despite my claims of benign curiosity! 
But would I have said the same? I know I have made such comments in the past... And I'm 
still pondering on that association, that we all know what we mean when someone says your 
"typical, highstrung white woman." 
September 21,2007 
The situation: 
Playing music with a friend and I run into her partner at their apartment. He talks for a long 
time about his writing and we talk about our favorite poets. He then begins to talk about a 
black male poet he loves and how he relates to this poet. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
Due to this class, I have a heightened awareness that he is black and that I am a white woman 
talking to a black man. This awareness gives me a feeling of awkwardness that I haven't felt 
in the past when I've interacted with him. Other than that awkwardness, and once it subsides, 
I feel comfortable talking with him, though I am also aware of how much he talks and of how 
much listening I'm doing - which leads into more thinking about gender. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts 
and feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I think I am experiencing the effects of beginning a graduate program that is making me 
think! My awareness is increasing and with this awareness comes an entirely different 
world. MyoId world isn't gone, but this new way of seeing is adding new dimensions, new 
complexity. I have to get used to using a part of my brain that I fear has been sleeping a very 
long time ... And I'm wondering if every other time, Tim has been more aware of race than 
I've been. I'm wondering ifhe's had to be aware and ifI've been oblivious because of my 
privilege. It's not like I haven't been aware that he's black, but it just didn't seem to matter 
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in the context of our connection. Perhaps it's mattered to him all along and been something 
that he's been very aware of every single time we've interacted. 
September 28, 2007 
The situation: 
I speak with my white employer on the phone and she tells me her stepfather has been 
murdered. She is crying and I am crying for/with her and the entire time I am crying, I am 
thinking to myself, please, let the killer be white and not black. 
What are the thoughts, feelings, and/or words spoken? 
I am shocked and saddened by this terrible news. And I'm disturbed by my immediate 
thoughts about the race of the perpetrator. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I definitely judged myself for thinking these thoughts. Even though I instantly thought that I 
didn't want the murderer to be black, that's still connecting this crime with black men - and 
that's a connection mainstream society wants to reinforce. However, I eased up a little when 
I reminded myself of my somewhat recent experience of the murder of a friend of mine. She, 
a young white woman, was killed by a younger, black teen in a mugging that went awry a 
little over two years ago. The loss of her life is still painful, but in addition to that pain, was 
the pain of witnessing the prejudice that emerged after her death. It was alienating and 
painful to be witness to the (white) people I love suddenly revealing their deep-seated fear of 
black people. Though I tried to place it in a context of structural racism, my empathy for their 
grief and my own anger/fear/pain/griefmade it difficult for me to approach the issue with 
them. 
Approaching the pain 
I recall feeling something akin to relief as I turned in my first set of journal entries. I had 
begun to externalize my incoherent and inaccessible thoughts and feelings surrounding race. I 
was still hesitant to go too deeply, though I started the process of unveiling some of what I felt 
were complications in my relationship to race: my heritage as the daughter of Christian 
missionaries, my queer identity, having a black ex-partner, being raised overseas, feeling white 
but not identifying as culturally American or mid-western. I also had begun to approach 
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emotion: my suspicion around my draw to difference, issues of belonging, my self-consciousness 
around connection, and a tendency to question my intention and motivation. I see evidence of 
the content-related course work I was learning in Cultural Competence: I demonstrated an 
absence of colorblindness, noting not just the race of people-of-color, but of whites as well; I 
appear to have had an awareness that racial categories may be a bit blurred or misleading (six 
ostensibly Caucasian people) and that individuals have a number of group identities to which 
they belong; I speak to the complexity of these identities and the way they impact one's position 
in society noting how these factors interact and influence one's experience of being in the world, 
specifically addressing class (thought then that the reason Ifelt comfortable with the black man 
was because he appeared solidly, or even upper-middle-class); sexual orientation (my 
internalized homophobia kept me from challenging racist ideas); culture/ethnicity (would I have 
felt surprised if the car hadn't been driven by an African woman, but by an African American 
woman?); and gender (the focus on her hair seems to be very much connected to the fact that 
she's a woman). I began to approach my lack of knowledge and understanding of Muslim 
women, a gap I explored later in the semester (I'm also curious about the contrast with her 
saying "Muslim woman" and the flood of associations and assumptions that came into my mind 
when she said those two words). 
I'm also interested to see the dance I did around connection with my professor, the 
intended audience for these musings. A few times, I note that I feign ignorance as a way to 
obtain acceptance ("Before this class I would have thought something like that without even 
thinking about it! "). This stance is so automatic - pretending I'm unaware or don't know, that 
someone else is teaching me something new - I almost don't notice it. As I write this now, I 
realize that this is a strategy that I utilize to put others at ease, one I learned as a child when if I 
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appeared too smart or aware, I would be left alone or ridiculed. Seeing small flourishes of this 
throughout my entries, I recognize just how intensely I was seeking acceptance from her. I tell 
her about my relationship with my ex before I tell my classmates, opening up about my race-
related loss for the first time ever (I think my sadness is about feeling like my connection to that 
handful of tables where everyone seated was black or brown is gone now that I'm not in a 
relationship with a person of color. My whiteness is a marker of not belonging there, with them, 
and I get it. I get why they are sitting together). It's obvious that I wanted her to know my story 
and I also hint at my deeper struggles (Ifear that this omission reveals something unresolved in 
me ... ). I also wanted to show my professor that I have a community full of people-of-color - in 
contrast to how it felt to me. I spoke of my friend's partner, a black man; mention one of the few 
women-of-color I am friends with in the Twin Cities; I talked about attending an event with a 
multiracial crowd. I didn't want her (or myself?) to see the truth of how I felt about myself in 
matters of race and connection. 
Research Notes - October, 23, 2008 
Been thinking a lot about the link between race and connection and how our 
personal strategies of disconnection contribute to the chronic disconnection we 
see in our communities and society: 
"We deeply desire and need connections but we become so afraid of what 
happens when we attempt to connect with the people important to us, that we 
keep large parts of ourselves out of connection. Those are the perceptions, 
thoughts, and actions that have seemed unacceptable or dangerous in the 
relationships surrounding us in our development. We develop what Irene Stiver 
called "strategies of disconnection" (Miller & Stiver, 1997, p. 32). 
"The process of investigating whiteness involves facing fears of what we might 
see, risking threats to our self-identity, yet remaining open to the process 
transforming us. Why, though, would white people want to trade in the 
60 
reassuring and familiar security of whitespace for the uncomfortable, 
emotionally arduous exploration of whiteness? Whiteness offers a false sense of 
security. A security based on exclusion and separation must be continually 
policed. Because it does not reflect our interdependence as human beings, it is 
not sustainable in today's world" (Karis, 2008, p. 6). 
In the last entry of my first set of racial moments, I took my most significant emotional 
risk. I began to approach some of the pain and confusion that lay beneath the surface of my 
ability to simply pay attention to race-related thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. I allowed 
myself to express the bind that I felt I was in: wanting to defend the violent behavior of a black 
adolescent (or at least contextualize it) and feeling my white community is justified in detesting 
him for it. But it felt like a trap, comparable to how I felt whenever I thought about my 
experiences teaching in Brooklyn. I never talked about my experiences teaching there for a 
similar reason: I didn't want the kids in that school demonized (even while I struggled not to 
demonize them). I wanted white people to take a more contextualized view of violence, to see 
that we don't view acts of violence committed by people-of-color as individual acts, as we do 
when white people commit acts of violence. That while it is appropriate to hold a person, 
regardless of their social category, accountable for his or her actions, there is another layer that is 
unnecessary: attributing those actions to some internal quality or tendency that belongs to all in 
that same group. My ability and willingness to take apart the threads of what felt like a very 
complicated weave - group identities, social categories, historical legacies, and complex emotion 
- was new. I had not been able to approach this level of complexity in my thinking, not because 
I'm unable to engage in complex processes of thought. Rather, my level of emotional reactivity 
- the grief and confusion swarming inside of me - had kept me from being able to look at race-
related issues like this long enough to reach anything approximating a satisfying level of 
understanding. 
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Increasingly, I was coming to see that I had not kept struggling to reach a satisfying level 
of understanding around these issues because I did not have to. Being white, I don't have to 
continue looking when I reach places of pain and discomfort. I could feel the stirrings of grief 
and disappointment whenever I tried to look at issues related to race. Look away and no one 
would tell me that would not be okay; most white folks wouldn't even notice. What is noticeable 
is when a white person bothers to look. But then there is the issue of not knowing what to do 
once one looks - what do we do when we feel the discomfort? And here is where I had 
previously been stumped: I was a white person who did notice, who tried to look and act in ways 
I thought were helpful, even ifmy intentions were not always transparent (muddied as they were 
by longings for worth and acceptance). What I was learning now was that though I had tried to 
make meaningful connections across lines of race, I did not have the proper tools to access the 
resources necessary to undertake such a task in the face of my socialization as a white woman. 
Research Notes - July 26, 2009 
I did not see that the legacy of racism is structured into our education system in a 
complex way - funding, zoning, taxes. If I had possessed such awareness would I 
have tried to take this on? The structural racism framework helps me ease up on 
myself. It doesn't mean we shouldn't go in and try to alleviate the pain and 
inequity of our education systems. But it's certainly not a task that one can do 
alone: 
"While we treasure notions of individual accomplishment, meritocracy, and equal 
opportunity, in fact, individuals are members offamilies, communities, and social 
groups, and their individual trajectories will be affected-though not necessarily 
totally determined- by the overall status of their group. 
Individual responsibility alone is no substitute for the pathways of opportunity that 
only our political, economic, and educational systems can provide. It highlights 
how our nation's core values-and the public policies and institutional practices 
that are built on them-perpetuate social stratifications and outcomes that all too 
often reflect racial group sorting, rather than individual merit and effort. The 
structural racism framework is not meant to excuse individual responsibility; it 
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only identifies how much harder it is for people of color to profit in ways that most 
whites can take for granted" (Lawrence et aI, 2004, p. 47). 
As I wrote about my experience teaching in Brooklyn in the previous pages, I was 
shocked to realize afresh that I blamed myself entirely for my perceived failure to continue in 
what was truly an untenable situation (for me). I compared myself to a woman who had 
resources I didn't have - age, education, teaching experience, life experience, authenticity of 
voice and insider status - but I didn't believe I could ask her for help or support. I did not want 
to tell my white community about what was really going on at the school for fear that their 
stereotypes about kids-of-color would be reinforced. Nor did I want to tell my black partner 
about it for fear that she would see me as prejudiced and lacking in determination. I wonder now 
just how many white folks are enticed into situations like mine - by guilt, by conviction, by love 
- and leave feeling overwhelmed and hopeless, fearing in their hearts that they are simply racist 
and the "problem of race" is simply too big to overcome? I wonder if like me they retreat into 
their mostly white communities, shut down the stirrings of guilt or irritation that arise when 
exposed to suffering faced by communities of color by writing a check or signing a petition, but 
quietly harbor a place of pain, a tender spot that throbs just the tiniest bit every time they are 
reminded of the inequities that exist between their life and the lives of others just on the other 
side of town. 
Relating to the pain - emotion regulation skills 
Now, in Cultural Competence class, I was learning what to do when the pain arose. I was 
instructed to regard my emotions as a flag, indicating there is more to explore. My emotion may 
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be a signal that I have encountered a new idea that calls a previous, perhaps unexamined view 
into question - can I get curious about what this might be? As in meditation, I was invited to 
"simply" notice when uncomfortable feelings arise and get curious, asking questions like: What's 
here? How does this emotion manifest as body sensation - do ffeel it in my chest? Are my 
hands sweating? What are the thoughts that accompany these emotions? Do they often come 
together? Can f relate to this experience - these sensations and thoughts andfeelings - with 
openness? Furthermore, my ways of relating to race-related information was normalized. 
Everyone, our professor said, has been shaped in different but predictable ways by living in a 
racially stratified culture. When you see how you've been shaped, self-judgment will inevitably 
arise - so be on the lookout for it. We were warned that self-judgments have an immobilizing 
effect and can curtail the learning process. Perhaps the most radical piece of information about 
relating skillfully to emotions was the idea of learning to be "comfortable with being 
uncomfortable." Just as self-judgment is an inescapable effect of learning about race (for white 
folks), so are feelings of discomfort. Rather than responding in our habitual ways to discomfort 
- assuming something is wrong, assuming we have to change what we're doing - we were 
offered the challenge to lean in, get closer, foster an attitude of curiosity. Learning this 
information about how to relate skillfully to my emotions was allowing me to take in the content 
of the course like I had never been able to do before. This content was causing me to re-vision 
my past, my family, my way of looking at all the forces that were at play in my relationship, the 
middle school in Brooklyn, and how I related to them. Some of this content was entirely new 
and some was not. What was new was my ability to receive the information, to take it and make 
it mine. Our professor insisted that good information was not enough, but that we needed 
information about the process also. In one of the first classes I wrote the following in my notes: 
Aspire to Achieve: Understanding = the "what" 
+ 
Compassion = open emotionally 
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This tidy equation belies the significance of this approach. I had anticipated a class like previous 
ones in which mostly white students were presented with emotionally charged material, the class 
eventually dividing along ideological lines, some revering the professor and others detesting her 
view, some soaking up the material and most setting it aside. This had been my experience as an 
undergraduate. The only class in which this didn't happen was the time in which all the students 
essentially shared the same liberal anti-racist world-view. But each class I left with essentially 
the same message: whiteness was atrocious and my only hope for redemption was to try with all 
my might to right the wrongs of the past. Given the particularities of my family culture, my 
temperament, gender and religious upbringing, it is not surprising this is the message I imbibed. 
Hopelessness and guilt filtered all my race-related learning. But here, finally, was news I could 
use: I could take in this information and not be highjacked by the difficult emotions that were 
triggered by the horrors of learning about racism and the reality of my participation in it. By not 
staying in an emotionally reactive place, I could then shift to a place that would enable me to 
make a choice for action based on wisdom and compassion. The added bonus: learning how to 
do this was directly applicable to my work as a therapist. I wanted to be able to do this with 
clients - handle the difficult emotions that would undoubtedly arise for me in session and be able 
to share such skills with them. Now, I could practice watching myself shift from emotional 
reactivity to racial understanding. 
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Reflecting on lecture given on September 18, 2007 (see Appendix B) 
I recall feeling my heart open as I wrote down my class notes ... Awareness is 
key, I said to myself .if I can cultivate awareness, I will be able to learn from 
these obstacles. At the end of the lecture, our professor brought up another 
point that captured what I was seeking: the connection between awareness and 
fluidity. .if I am fluid, I will be able to understand the significance of both 
personal and cultural lenses, aware that both matter. I shivered as I wrote the 
last linefrom that lecture: Our fates &futures are interconnected. Do I want to 
move through the world infear? As I wrote that last line, all I could see were 
the faces of the kids I'd taught in Brooklyn. 
Compassionate dialogue 
Below are some of the journal entries from my second set of racial moments (see 
Appendix E for complete second set). I include comments of my professor because as the class 
progressed, I began viewing dialogue as an integral part of my journey. Compassionate dialogue 
happens in a context of listening and responding, what Relational-Cultural theorists call a "a 
context of responsiveness" (Hartling et aI, 2000, pI). Creating a context of responsiveness is a 
relational practice that can lessen experiences of shame - experiences that typically silence and 
alienate. A context of responsiveness is a goal for me as a therapist and I was beginning to see 
its relevance and necessity when working toward racial understanding. Online conversations 
with classmates, internal conversations in which I gave myself empathy, conversations with my 
partner and friends, and the conversation with my professor on paper began to undermine the 
shame that laced my race-related thoughts and feelings. Dialogue also countered my white 
socialization into practices of perfection, competitiveness, and the belief that I ought to handle 
any issue on my own. 
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Woven in with the racial moment entries is the beginning of another conversation: a 
conversation about race with my ex-partner, Ruth. As my own ability to bring compassion to my 
habitual ways of relating to life in a stratified society increased, my shame around my race-
related failures began to lessen just the tiniest bit. With less emotional reactivity, I was able to 
absorb the complexity of the dynamics of structural racism. Contextualizing my experience was 
also helping me ease up on my actions in Bed-Stuy. 
Diary - October 25,2008 
Beyond the scripts we have for thinking about race and whiteness - good white 
person/bad racist person etc - and beyond moral judgments around behavior, 
Terri suggested I look at bringing more of myself into the conversation. Instead 
of silencing myself when I see acts/words of inequality, bring my vision and 
values to the interaction. See the connection! I engaged in strategies of 
disconnection not uncommon for those who perceive themselves as other, as less 
than - I silenced myself and shamed myself. Waking up to my own racial 
identity, and finding a way to be the person I want to be in the world, requires 
the same work that engaging with the world around any issue requires - a 
willingness to be vulnerable and show up. 
As my shame lessened and my understanding increased, I felt moved to connect with Ruth and 
begin a conversation we had never had before about race. Before this exchange, neither of us had 
talked about race as it related to "us." We would discuss race and racism, but we had not 
discussed race in the context of our past relationship. It is not unusual in the lesbian community 
to have close, enduring ties with ex-partners. As our correspondence will reveal, we care deeply 
for each other. We do live on opposite sides of the country and our communication is not steady. 
We go through times of closeness and times of greater distance. Months will pass and then one 
of us will feel prompted to contact the other and a flurry of emails and phone calls will 
commence. Omissions have been made to protect privacy, though Ruth has given me permission 
to share these emails with you. In the first email below, I notice how my learning from racial 
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moments was seeping into my life outside the classroom - my desire to contribute to the 
discussion, to not let my fears keep me out of connection. This is a theme that will arise in my 
racial moments. This email is sent two days before my first journal entry in this second batch of 
racial moments. 
On lOl7107, Sharon Barnett <sharon ... @gmail.com > wrote: 
Dear Ruth, 
It's an unseasonably warm, October morning ... I've just poured myself a hot cup of tea and 
am lounging in my pajamas whichfeels appropriate for a Sunday morning at lOam ... 
... Thank you so much for writing. You are right when you say you have found a listener in 
me. I love to listen for so many reasons, the obvious one being that I care for you deeply. 
But it goes beyond that. The conversations you and I have been having over the years 
provide a place, really, for pondering and exploring the deepest questions ... 
Wanting to participate in the conversation is part of why I too am excited to return to 
academia ... .It's so thrilling to be in a place where ideas matter ... I am at such a different 
place than I was the last time I discovered this. I want to contribute to the discussion and I 
am no longer letting my fear or insecurity keep me silent . 
... I still feel like I've had many lives, but I'm finally feeling like I have one (complete, simple, 
full) in the now. It's a balancing act for sure. Loss is a daily event -- lost time, lost 
conversations, lost moments for myself and friendships, lost loving, lost poems. But there are 
gains too and days when I get more loving than less, more relaxation than work, more poetry 
read than theory. What I'm learning is to trust the swinging of the pendulum -- it always 
swings if I let go enough to notice. Jf I don't freeze a moment into eternity ... 
Be well, my friend. 
Love, 
Sharon 
Racial Moments Reflection 2 - Fall 2007 
Reading Notes. As you read these entries perhaps you will notice a shift that seems to 
have occurred from my last set of racial moments. My focus appears more inward, as if I'm 
trying to make sense of the "me" before the awareness and the "new me" that is appearing with 
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greater awareness. And yet, unlike my last set of journal entries, I appear to be taking some 
steps toward acting in the world in the ways I prefer, based on new learning. I'm catching my 
habit to engage in either/or thinking a little more quickly and beginning to see my affective 
tendencies with increasing clarity (hopelessness and jUdgment). As this practice requires, I 
continue to do a lot of reflecting on my own behavior, thoughts, and beliefs. 
October 9,2007 
The situation: 
Walking back from class and a classmate makes a comment about some of the people in the 
video we've just viewed that I interpret as derogatory. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
Feeling slightly disoriented after crying during the film and feeling so saddened by what I've 
seen. Feel confused by my classmate's comment/joke, but strangely numb. I say nothing in 
response to her and she acts offended. Then I'm worried that I've offended her, so I say that 
Ijust didn't get it. So, she laughs and talks about why she thinks it's okay to make 
comments about people who are very poor and white. I continue to walk in silence, letting 
only my silence communicate that I don't agree. Her level of discomfort continues to grow 
until she says something completely outrageous and then has to laugh it off, telling me she's 
been completely joking the whole time. I shake my head and smile wryly, like she's been a 
bad child, but that I'll excuse it and go along with her story about it all being a big joke. It's 
not a comfortable interaction for me (or her), but I think I manage to take care of her feelings 
(and mine?) so it's not too unbearable. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I'm again astounded by my lack of courage to speak up. I hate it (noticing aversion!). When 
it feels like the cost is too high, I say nothing or act like I don't understand. As a result, I 
think I seem spacier than I really am. I think my spacey-ness with family and some friends 
has been a cover for not speaking up when I'm with people I want to accept me (wow -- that 
thought has some profound implications for me). I just keep feeling like my views are 'too 
much,' and I don't feel like I can communicate how I feel about these issues in a calm or 
relaxed manner. And it sounds like there's an attachment to doing it in a calm or relaxed 
way; could you let yourself do it messier? Sometimes it has to start messy, and even though 
it's not done "perfectly" it might be better than not doing it at all Also, I have this knee-jerk 
response to keep everyone feeling comfortable and at-ease. This has been a strength in my 
family and work situations, but it means I'm not very adept at interrupting the flow of 
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"business as usual." Keep thinking about the idea of bringing more of myself to the 
conversation .... Realizing that my world is split into people I trust/am real with and all "the 
others." I think it's important how you're letting yourself1earn from your silence 
I had frequently been frustrated when I resorted to "spaciness" in interactions with others, 
but I had never seen how it functioned for me, or that it was tied into something larger. Terri's 
comment about letting myself learn from my silence was intriguing. 
October 1 0, 2009 
The situation: 
Getting my haircut by the young, white woman whose cut my hair for the past four years. 
She tells me that she's buying her first home and makes a comment about the neighborhood 
where she's buying - that it used to be so safe and now it's less so. I know the neighborhood 
she's speaking of and agree that it has, indeed, changed over the past couple of years and that 
it does appear to be less safe. 
What are the thoughts/feelings and/or words spoken? 
I'm feeling very relaxed during our conversation up until she makes a comment about safety 
and her new neighborhood. Suddenly, I feel trapped, like I'm participating in a conversation 
that's covertly about race. Yes, good awareness But I'm unsure of how to make the covert 
overt. Also, what she's saying is true: the neighborhood has become a little more run down 
in the past few years. So, it's not like she's speaking untruths, but I feel wary because of 
what I think is beneath her seemingly benign observation and my agreement. Here's an idea 
that may be really far out: "I notice I'm starting to get tense because I'm afraid you're going 
to say something (are thinking something) about race that I disagree with; I'm wondering, are 
there racial assumptions underneath what you're saying?" 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I don't have much judgment for her since she (like me) has been indoctrinated into a certain 
way of seeing the world since she was born. I wish I could have started a conversation 
however, maybe told her about what I'm studying at school and the discussions we've been 
having about race. I want to find a way to reveal the racist subtext beneath so many 
conversations between white people - but I want to do it from a place of spaciousness and 
curiosity, not judgment. Again, the paying attention is a learning process that may help you 
develop new ideas about what to say another time 
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When I read Terri's suggestion about how I could have broached the topic with my 
hairdresser, I blanched. One of my key strategies for going through the world was keeping 
everyone happy and at ease. With increasing clarity, I was beginning to see that my personal 
strategies were not incidental, but part of my socialization as a white woman. I couldn't help but 
think that if simply asking another white woman whether she has a different opinion about race 
is considered accusatory and confrontational, that's it's no wonder that the racist practices of 
institutions and systems keep humming along. The person I aspire to be would have the courage 
to say something like Terri suggested. But the comment Terri made in the entry before this one 
was right on: I wanted to do so perfectly. I wanted to speak only if I could so from a place of 
empathy and calm. Again: perfectionism. Learning to recognize the interplay of culture and 
personal issues was almost overwhelming- this is what it is to have a racial identity? 
On 10/11/07, Ruth M < ruth ... @gmail.com> wrote: 
Hi, Sharon! 
That was nice! I read your letter quickly (very) the day it came and then enjoyed it properly 
when I had more time a couple days later. I may not have time to write back coherently for a 
little while but wanted to tell you I really loved getting it. I liked picturing you on a quiet 
weekend morning in your pjs with tea in hand ... Your life sounds rich/good and that makes 
me really happy ... 
Love, 
Ruth 
October 18, 2007 
The situation: 
Driving across town and I get stuck at a light near a bus stop. I see a black woman and her 
children at the bus stop - they look poor and disenfranchised. I've just watched Race: The 
Power of Illusion and I feel like everywhere I look, I see the evidence of entrenched inequity. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
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I feel pity. Then, I feel shame - shame for feeling pity and shame for sitting where I'm 
sitting. I have no kids and I have a car. My life is easy and I feel shame for this. I notice 
feelings of anger and hopelessness. A younger me would have offered her a ride. A younger 
me used to think she could overcome inequity one person at a time. I remember that person 
with a mix of pride - that I cared so much -- and shame - that I was so naIve, so guided by 
my assumptions about what others should need or want, so complicit in "othering" people 
different from myself. Overwhelmingly, the feeling of hopelessness remains. Can you feel 
compassion for that younger naIve self? To imagine the needs she was trying to meet, in the 
best way she knew how: the need to contribute to others, to justice ... 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
It's excruciating to let it all in - the reality of the inequity that exists and my relationship to it 
(my history, my reactions, my emotional responses). It really does require the ability to sit 
with a breaking heart. yes I'm trying to get used to that. Over the past couple of years, I've 
let myself begin to sit with my own pain, but now, trying to open to the pain of others -
without turning away or telling myself a story, or trying to rescue them - is unfamiliar. Good 
for you for entering into the process, and for staying with it when it's difficult 
This entry marked a turning point in how I relate to issues of race. If it had not been for 
this realization, I would not be sharing this journey. This is the crux of the matter: seeing the 
way it actually is without closing down in denial. Or closing down in resistance and actually 
pushing away at it. Or clinging to my idea of how I think it should be. Because I was practicing 
applying emotional regulation skills to race-related learning, I was able to take in the content 
regarding the structural nature of racism. I was able to absorb the fact that my race is a valuable 
social and economic resource and that I reap the benefits of this each day - even if! don't want 
to; and that my individual efforts will never be enough to counteract the racialized institutional, 
cultural and political forces that maintain this system. Taking in the complexity of race also 
involves recognizing that my response matters. My desire to help and reach out is not simply 
defective, nor merely a result of socialization, but also the heart's aspiration to do what is 
beneficial for all beings. 
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October 18, 2007 
The situation: 
Group of five young white boys in a cafe. They alternate between standing on the couches, 
crawling on the floors, running to the front of the cafe and back again. They are all blonde 
except for one with red hair, and they're somewhere between the ages of five and eight. They 
are rowdy boys with lots of energy in their boy bodies. They speak loudly, eating their large 
cookies with open mouths. A well-dressed white woman follows them around. They are not 
told to quiet down, though most people are studying or reading quietly at their tables. I 
notice people looking up from their laptops and books, shifting in their seats. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
I feel anger. I want someone to tell the boys to use their "inside voices" and behavior - to 
save the running around for outdoors! I'm also judging them and feeling really justified in 
feeling this way. I think that people would complain if the boys weren't white or followed 
around by such an affluent-looking caregiver. Yes, they feel entitled to their self-expression, 
even at this age, and they are being socialized into the selves that are developing Lots of 
anger. Is it envy? Frustration? I love kids. I love how they are in the world. But today, I 
think it's unfair that they get to act like this is their (white) world and they own it 
(judgment!). I'm thinking that their place in the world is already being established: they 
own the world. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I don't like how angry I become sometimes in response to my thoughts. I'd like not to have 
such a sinister, cynical view. These boys are doing what all children would do if they could 
- run wild. I was the one bringing in the comparison. Maybe in this particular cafe, all 
children would have been allowed to create such mayhem. Can I open to this possibility? I 
think I was feeling extremely sensitive after having watched the documentary for my video 
assignment. I do believe there is a double standard for the behavior of children that is 
influenced, if not determined by our racial categories. Children of color often have innocent 
acts of childhood deemed criminal and our criminal "justice" system demonstrates this. So, 
my response didn't come from "nowhere." However, I'd like to hold both in my heart: the 
inequitable system and these individual boys who are enjoying the opportunity to run wild. 
Yes, I appreciate your attention to both 
In this entry, I am building on what I realized in an earlier entry: I need to cultivate a 
heart that is big enough to hold the complexity of racial realities. There is room for it all, if I 
stay open. 
October 19,2007 
The situation: 
Reading the front page of the BBC and I come across an article about the Nobel prize 
winning scientist, James Watson. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
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I am appalled by what Watson says and deeply disturbed that those who want to believe in 
the superiority of whites will seize upon his words. How could he say this? Why did he say 
this? I am furious and deeply disturbed. What's most disturbing is that his words cannot be 
taken back. The refutations and all the evidence of those who have come forth to show the 
fallacy of his words do not erase the fact that they were said. If only his words had not been 
published. If only they had been said in private and he had been privately reprimanded and 
suspended. What is chosen as news impacts the views of all who read it. Beneath my anger 
is such sadness and possibly, even despair. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
Later, I'm not feeling much more calm. If someone like this man can make such a 
statement, it is clear to me that intellectual progress will not undo racism. Is it ignorance that 
leads to these mistaken views? I want to return to the faith tradition of my childhood and say 
it is evil in the hearts of humans who hold these views. But is it? Is it possible for evil to be 
in the heart of a human? Is it not more likely ignorance? If one sees the truth, comprehends 
a view that is true - the Buddhist idea of "right view" - than will not the response be to turn 
from that which is a lie? At the very least this perspective gives me the possibility of hope 
and leads me not to feel so judgmental. The idea of evil being in someone's heart doesn't 
leave me feeling quite so hopeful. I think of this evil as a possibility for all humans, and 
view it as our separateness from others, from our interconnectedness with life -- and in this 
sense we can all move away from the ignorance of thinking we're separate and toward our 
true interdependent nature 
I still dislike the amount of press news like this receives. Do I need to know he thinks this 
way? Who decides what's good for society to know? There is power in selection. The only 
good I can see coming out of this is a renewed effort to fight racism. But the concept of 
"fighting" seems problematic and returns me to the idea of evil. We fight "evil." Yes, 
Hatred is not overcome by more hatred but only by love We shine the light of awareness and 
understanding on ignorance. Perhaps this is why education appears to be the best tool against 
prejudice. However, James Watson is as educated as one can get. So, it's not education, I 
think it is in part a question of knowing, but there are multiple ways of knowing and his 
education did not support all of them but understanding our society needs. Hmmm ... 
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The concept of evil is inevitably going to arise since I am the daughter of Christian 
Missionaries. Interestingly, the most striking thing Terri said was this: "his education did not 
support all of them." Poof! I read those words and my anger toward this man diminished. 
Those eight little words contextualized his experience and expressed more empathy than I could 
muster for him in that moment. It was the same approach that disarmed my own tendency 
toward self denigration - Terri's voice talking about the ways we've been socialized or not 
supported and the like. I think I was still waiting for her to pound her fist on the table and say 
someone has to pay for the atrocities. But she never did. She continued to soothe us all in her 
class with her gentle words of understanding. And the more soothed I felt, the more open I was 
to seeing the fear and judgment in my heart. And as I continue to realize over and over again: I 
have to see something before I can let it go. Once known, I can make a choice not to act from a 
place of fear or judgment. Once known, I can choose to bring in wisdom and act from that place. 
There are atrocities, but I will do nothing to stop them if I am mired in fear and judgment. 
October 20, 2007 
The situation: 
I'm standing in a line of volunteers waiting to have my picture. I don't know anyone, but a 
couple of us begin chatting. One white woman starts telling me about her work educating 
women about their sexual health. In response to this, another white woman starts talking 
about women in Haiti. She says a number of generalized statements about how "they" 
believe in voodoo and know nothing about their bodies. She says some more statements 
about men in Haiti and how they do some unspeakable things to women. She ends with 
talking about the poverty that exists. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
I can't not say something. My heart is pounding and I feel strengthened in knowing that the 
other white woman listening will probably support my view. I feel a sense of anticipation 
and excitement. Here it is, such blatant racism and what I call Americanism (colonalism I 
suppose is the proper term). I take a deep breath and counter, quite kindly, her views. 
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Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I feel proud. It seems like a bit of a no-brainer to speak up in,this situation, but I don't want 
to dismiss my sense of achievement. I support you in savoring your accomplishment I often 
give up on people "like her" and do a sort of reverse dismissal of "her kind." By "her kind," 
I mean people I write off as so prejudiced and ignorant, I don't bother saying anything. But I 
want to question this instinct to dismiss "people like her." Yes, because this creates 
separation from others in your group If I want her to consider the people she writes off, I 
have to do the same. That's what's so tricky about this work - to really look at this system of 
inequity, you have to see all the ways, big and small, you participate in it. To genuinely care 
about the plight of one group of people, I have to care about the others because (aha!) we're 
all connected. Yes! Every time I dismiss people like this woman, refusing to see her 
humanity and complexity, I contribute to the very system I would like to undermine. I'm just 
starting to get this. 
I'm noticing also how important it is for me to feel supported in my views - the presence of 
another person sympathetic or supportive to my view makes a HUGE difference in my ability 
to speak up for what I believe. Yes, because we're interconnected we can't do it alone; there 
is a mythology about those who are portrayed this way; Rosa Parks, for example, did not act 
alone. This mythology disempowers us, because it's easy to feel, I'm not bold, as she was. I 
notice some judgment of myself for this. I also notice some longing - to be different, to be 
someone who speaks boldly, alone, without dependence on another. 
Terri's comment about my response possibly creating separation from others in "my 
group" struck me as odd, but then I had to wonder why and realized that it was because my 
tendency is still to see myself as racially neutral. Other group identities are more salient for me 
most of the time and would not have given me pause if Terri had referred to my membership in 
them (e.g. women, GLBT, therapists, etc). This was a good reminder for me. Terri's comments 
about Rosa Parks were also helpful. I have always struggled with what feels like my chameleon 
ways, my need to blend in, to fit in. I want to be someone who speaks her mind without caring 
what others think, someone who is not afraid to stand alone. The longing of which I speak is 
quite deep and reveals just how influenced I have been by the disputed paradigm in which 
psychological health is equated with being and becoming a self-sufficient "I." I have been so 
seduced by the mythology of the lone hero when in fact no one ever truly stands alone. 
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Everyone moves, breathes, and acts in the context of relationship. I simply have not been 
socialized to recognize the relational reality of our lives. 
October 23, 2009 
The situation: 
Waiting at a light before going on the freeway and 3 Native Americans walk in front of my 
car. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
Deep sadness. Realize that I wish they could just go away - is this resentment? Remember a 
time when I would have felt compelled to help them. Now, I feel despair and hopelessness. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I'm glad I let myself take in the presence of these folks who walked in front of my car. 
Often, I don't because I don't want to be faced with feelings I don't want to see in myself-
particularly my resentment. I'm reminded of the triangle drawn on the board in class-
victim, rescuer, and perpetrator. It's disturbing to see how I just flow predictably from one to 
the other - in this case I see how I used to be a rescuer and now, feeling victimized, I move 
into the role of perpetrator (in terms of my thoughts and feelings). I want to get off the 
triangle all together. But before I can do that, I think I have to become aware of these 
feelings.~ I don't enjoy seeing these feelings and attitudes though. I'm noticing an 
attachment to wanting to appear to be a "conscious white person." So, what do I do now? 
I'm seeing how my attachment and my scripts are "barriers of separation," but now what? 
Maybe if I can notice these feelings, I will start to let myself notice these people and their 
pain/oppression. And if I can start to actually see these people and take their pain into my 
heart, I can make meaningful responsible choices about how to act. Yes; this sounds like a 
conscious path Up until now, Ijust look away (shamefully, secretly). 
I'm continuing to take in my epiphany of five days earlier when I realized that this path is 
truly about cultivating the ability to sit with a broken heart. It's a big deal for me that I can admit 
that 1 wish they couldjust go away. I don't like this thought, which is why my response is 
despair and hopelessness. What is nice to notice is that I appear to have less judgment for these 
thoughts. I am making a veiled comment about Bed-Stuy when I speak of having been a rescuer 
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in the past. What I am starting to see is how I was socialized into those scripts (see Appendix C 
for information on polarized self-identities and attachments). Under the influence of my 
socialization, I frequently take the rescuer role. 
October 26, 2007 
The situation: 
Movie trailer starring Jodie Foster. There's a scene in which she is seated on a subway and a 
black man sporting gangster apparel and attitude walks up to her and strokes her face with a 
knife, saying it's too easy, just too easy. 
Thoughts, feelings andlor words spoken: 
Pissed off! So blatant. All the fears and racial stereotypes are reinforced in that moment. 
And we haven't even asked for this! We've turned up at our favorite neighborhood theatre to 
see a film about an artist and this is what we get. Disturbed and angered. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I have so many questions about art and social responsibility that I can't even begin to discuss 
it here. This was just an example for me of how pervasive racial stereotyping is and how you 
can't participate in this society without encountering it. I don't like to think that people have 
agendas, but when I see images like this, when films like this get the big name actors and the 
funding they do, I do start to feel a little paranoid. Fear is being cultivated and supported by 
these sorts of films - who profits from this fear? Good question Who suffers? What can I do, 
as one person, to counter the impact of such money and cultural sanctioned entertainment? 
Notice hopelessness arising ... good awareness 
October 27, 2007 
The situation: 
I'm at a cafe in St Paul, a new cafe for me that's great for studying, and one I like because 
it's one of the most integrated places I've found to hang out. An African American man, 
probably in his mid fifties walks by and makes direct eye contact a number of times. I don't 
smile, I don't enjoy the energy I feel from him, and he walks by again and I turn my head. 
What are the thoughts, feelings andlor words spoken? 
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I'm feeling very uncomfortable because I'm responding to him first, as a man, but was also 
aware that he may be interpreting my rudeness as racism. I notice irritation. I'm irritated by 
what I interpret to be an invasion of my personal space/energy. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I feel like my attachment to being a "conscious white person" complicates my life! It's okay 
for me to not appreciate the advances of a man. I would be acting the same way if he were 
white, but would feel less uncomfortable because I wouldn't be concerned with whether I 
was acting in a prejudiced manner. I can see how my attachment actually adds an extra 
burden to him and our interaction: instead of just being written off as a man, he gets the 
added "gift" of my irritation because his behavior threatens my identity as a "good white 
person." Great naming of the dyanamic I'm telling myself the story - and adding extra layers 
of irritation - that he has forced me into a corner where I have to be a rude white woman. 
Wow! And then, I feel guilt for resenting him (because of my attachment to being a good 
white person). 
I'm seeing how my attachments to this identity actually perpetuate racism. ~ If I can 
notice this attachment, and the scripts I have around it, maybe I can "hold them more 
loosely." Then, I could recognize that my discomfort with this scenario is also about the fact 
that I believe black men don't have to make advances (or do anything at all) to be treated 
rudely by some white women. I could see that even though that is the case, I'm responding 
because I feel like it's the most appropriate way to respond in that moment - given my 
interpretation, my history, and my gender. I think I have some anger at men in general and 
extra anger at black men when they reinforce stereotypes. But black men do not need my 
extra anger and I don't benefit from placing it on them. I want black men to act better than 
white men because I want to get my point across and defy stereotypes. It reminds me of how 
I cringe when I hear of scandals in the queer community. I want queer folks to act better and 
add an extra layer of resentment and judgment when people don't fulfill my fantasy. I 
appreciate you staying with the layers of this process, to see way below the surface to the 
tangled web of attachments and associations 
I appreciate Terri's recognition of my ability to stay with this process. The learning I 
gained from going through this stays with me to this day. This is an example how potent the 
learning can be when good content actually sinks in. 
Sunday, October 28 
The situation: 
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A white friend had shared with me about a difficult conversation she needs to have with a 
coworker and had not once mentioned the coworker's race. I had assumed the coworker to 
be white (!). Only today when she added to the story and shared that the coworker was older 
and black, I was able to introduce issues of race in to the conversation. I asked if her 
hesitancy to speak with him came because she's aware that as a younger white woman she 
has more power in this instance and that giving him a directive doesn't honor her need to not 
call into play the power she has a white person. Her relief in being able to speak of these 
matters in a respectful and thoughtful manner was palpable. 
Who is Involved? Friend and me. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
A wonderful interaction! I felt connected and heard. I felt delight at being able to apply 
what I'm learning - really met my needs for contribution and community. Great! 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
This was a safe place for me to practice speaking about these issues. My friend has 
mentioned before that she feels the system is completely unfair and that black people are 
systematically denied rights, privilege and access. Thus, I knew that bringing up this aspect 
of her interaction with her coworker would be met with sensitivity and openness. I also think 
that other white folks I know would have brought up the coworkers race earlier. She didn't 
and instead I made the assumption he was white. Interesting to notice ... Not too much 
judgment about this - for once! Perhaps because this interaction was so positive and I was 
able to put my values into practice, I'm able to let myself off the hook. 
Learning how to "let myself off the hook" was a crucial step toward moving from 
emotional reactivity to racial understanding. I cannot act in the ways I wish when I am stuck in 
my stories of self-loathing and guilt. I used to be suspicious of ever letting myself off the hook, 
because I thought it implied a shirking of responsibility or an expression of indifference. It seems 
like there is a balance for white folks when it comes to letting ourselves off the hook. I think we 
first have to open our hearts and minds to the reality of the current and historical situation, really 
let that pain and injustice permeate, and then just as we are about to spiral off into stories of 
blame of self or other, that's when we practice "letting ourselves off the hook" - giving 
ourselves empathy as we take in the ways we have been blinded by our white socialization. 
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On III03107, Sharon Barnett < sharon ... @gmail.com> wrote: 
Hi! Writing until 3am ... sounds exhausting and good. Been a while since I've done that ... 
I'm supposed to be studying for a test on Monday and not writing you, so I'm going to quickly 
sign off. .. About the Facebook thing}}, 1 heard a therapist talking about this on NPR the other 
day ... But it does look addictive and like a fun way to connect with friends! (Oh -- the other 
cool thing I'm doing is going to Shakopee Women's Prison and co-leading a meditation 
group for inmates. Went this morning. Amazing. I'm finally finding a way to do what I've 
wanted in terms of social justice and healing work, but 1 had to go through some heartbreak, 
(re)discover a spiritual practice, and start to realize that being a therapist is how 1 want to 
do this work - it feels like what 1 leapt into when 1 took the job at Bed Stuy. Only then, 1 had 
so little self-awareness, and none of the tools that 1 have now .... ) 
Really signing off now. Hope you have a decent day despite the sleep you lost to writing. 
But what a way to lose the sleep! So worth it ... ! 
~S 
And yes, I've done a lot of work over the past 4 years or so, and continue to do so (some 
paranoia when 1 tell people 1 know well that I'm going to be a therapist -- you know all the 
ways that I'm "fed up," you know?). 
On III03107, Sharon Barnett < sharon ... @gmail.com> wrote: 
Ruth -- just realized that 1 included a sentence at the end of the email that 1 decided to edit 
out! Instead, it now looks highlighted because of where it sits -- right after my name! So, as 
you can see 1 often feel the need to say something "like that" to those closest to me when 1 tell 
them about becoming a therapist. But I'm working on not always saying it -- hence my desire 
to edit it out of my email to you! Wanted to let you know that I'm continuing my own 
personal work etc, but the tone is quite strident and defensive. Sorry about that (: Don't you 
just love email? 1 should remember to read before sending ... oh well. 
On III04107, Ruth McFarlane <ruth ... @gmail.com> wrote: 
Funny! 
About the postscript -- not strident. Just vulnerable. Honestly, 1 thought nothing of it and 
had to go back and re-read it to see what was so awful. Why is it a bad thing to admit you 
feel very vulnerable? Why is that strident? Maybe 1 misunderstood. The concern was 
characteristically Sharon though... We are cautious in different ways, you and 1 Made me 
smile. 
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Thanks for the long answer. What a treat on a Sunday morning. You sound really excited 
about you are studying ... 
... (on a much more serious note) the work at the prison sounds good. 1 am interested to 
hear more about that. For reasons 1 have never taken a great deal of time to explore, the 
whole BedStuy incident really upset me . . . 1 tell you this because Ifeel a cautiousness in me 
when 1 read that you are going into that environment again -- which, given that you compare 
it to BedStuy, 1 am assuming is a raced/racially segregated/race-power stratified situation ( 
i.e. mostly black inmates, mostly white guards and personnel). 1 hesitate to write more about 
this but 1 will try since you've said that race will be central to your work. 1/you are getting 
nervous, don't -- this is absolutely not a Sharon-I-don't-think-you-can/should-do-this thing. 1 
thought you had a lot to offer in NY and it sounds like you have even more to offer the women 
you are working with now. (And, for aliI know, none of them are women of color! !) 
This is about me, really -- but Ifeellike it might be useful to you in your race-related work. 
It's about interracial trust -- what builds it and what breaks it down. For the better part of 
our relationship and certainly for all of the friendship that preceded, 1 felt more understood 
by you than 1 ever had by anyone. But 1 had never really examined my own notions of racial 
identity. Something shifted in Minneapolis, as 1 began to explore race/blackness ... By the 
time we got to New York, you and 1 were more divided by race (and 1 am leaving out whole, 
long discussions of what 1 mean by "race" given both of our odd, non-American childhoods -
-1 hope we have these eventually), Ifelt, than we had ever been ... 1 no longer identify myself 
as closely with white people as 1 used to -- or rather 1 recognize a chasm that 1 never realized 
was there before. There seems to be a leap 1 am always forced to make in a relationship with 
a white person and that leap can be terrifying/exhausting/saddening/etc. That chasm has 
totally changed the level of trust that Ifeel when interacting with a white person about 
experiences of race .... 
This is difficult material to formulate and 1 don't have much more time . .. 1 think 1 am going 
to send it, jumbled as it is, as a conversation starter. 1/ you don't want to have the 
conversation, that is OK. 1 guess part of what 1 am saying is that one of the ways trust broke 
down between us was along the race line. 1 don't know if 1 ever told you that -- probably 1 
tried, in some garbled way. 1 know a race conversation could involve bringing up some 
painful feelings for both of us and 1 will understand if you would just rather leave the whole 
thing alone. It just seems important to me. 1 respect you a lot. It excites me to think of the 
work you might do when it comes to race. But 1 also feel this cautiousness. 1 have question 
marks about you and race and omitting their expression would be a be gap in our 
conversation. .. 
Does this make any sense?? Feeling particularly vulnerable now, which makes us even in 
email world. ( : 
Love, 
Ruth 
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November 5, 2007 
What is the situation? 
Watching a video in our Systems class of Jay Haley and some of his trainee therapists. The 
scenario involves a black family and a white therapist who says calmly that all the males in 
the family die by the age of 25 and that the family has "racial issues." She doesn't bat an eye 
as she says this and no one in the video addresses that these two facts may be significant. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
Irritated - shifting into anger. I want to write off Jay Haley, the entire video, and I notice 
judgments arising around the choice to show the video etc. I also feel that familiar feeling of 
disappointment when people I've heard so many great things about don't live up to my 
ideals. 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
I don't say anything and I'm curious about this. I often don't have trouble speaking up in 
class. Why don't I bring up my irritation? Am I concerned that I'll be viewed as overly 
concerned with race? There is a social reality to this fear; you will be written off in some 
ways by some white people if you regularly bring up race I tell myself to stay on task and 
look at what I'm supposed to be noticing, but my irritation taints the whole experience. I 
notice that I don't often say what I'm feeling in this class and I'm curious about that. I notice 
that I have a lot of conditioning around being a "good girl." This time, I'm noticing my 
attachment to wanting approval from whites ... Interesting .... yes, very interesting 
November 5, 2007 
What is the situation? 
Young white server at a bar telling us he gets drunk and rides his Harley in Menomonie. I'm 
with a group of white friends/acquaintances, and we ask ifhe gets tickets etc and he says no, 
the cops just tell him to be careful. I lean over to a friend and say that I don't think he'd be 
having this experience ifhe weren't white. She looks a little puzzled and uncomfortable, so I 
drop the topic. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
Cynicism. Also, frustration that everyone doesn't see what I'm seeing! 
Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
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I don't believe that he'd be having this experience if he were white. This feels obvious to 
me. I notice that I feel a little judgment toward those I'm with for not instantly seeing what I 
believe is obvious. What are the options for me in a moment like this? Could I have had a 
meaningful discussion with the server? Could I have discussed it more fully, more openly 
with my friend instead of letting it go? I think if! weren't so quick to judge others and so 
quick to move into cynicism, can you start where you are and learn more about your pattern? 
Study the judgment and the cynicism so that you learn what functions they serve and what's 
underneath I could broach these important discussions from a place that would facilitate 
understanding and connection. That's my wish ... 
On 11108107, Sharon Barnett < sharon ... @gmail.com> wrote: 
Hello, again . 
... Ruth, l'm glad you brought up your feeling$ around the role race played in our 
relationship. You say that you'd understand if Ijust wanted to "leave the whole thing alone, " 
but I don't. It feels really important to me, not just professionally because of the work I want 
to do, but personally as well. I think I knew that "one of the ways trust broke down between 
us was along the race line" (such a succinct and lovely way to put it -- though not lovely to 
experience, as we know). I don'tfeellike we ever put what happened into words however. I 
remember feeling like you were driftingfurther andfurther from me ... We shared so much, 
but ... you began to take your own journey, and it was one I was not a part of .. 
l've also felt like my experience at Bed Stuy was deeply troubling to you, though I don't think 
you've ever said so. I still have some pain and regret around that experience, but have 
actually done quite a bit of work around it. So, Ifeellike I could hear what you have to say 
and l'd also be happy to share my thoughts on it too. Have we ever really even talked about 
it?? I can't even remember. I know thatfor awhile I couldn't even put words to my 
experience and itfelt like a taboo subject. Fortunately, it's not like that anymore. 
My racial identify has been forever altered since we were together. My world is mostly 
white now, though l've made some friends with two women of color, though we're not super 
close. One's a mom and we worked together and have got together afew times since I quit 
there ... She's said what l've heard before -- that l'm different from other white people etc. 
I get it when she says that, feel complimented, but also don't enjoy it, because despite her 
saying how l'm different, it also keeps me firmly in my place, on the other side. I also feel 
discomfort when I hear that. I may be different, but I don't think l'm as different as l'd like to 
be, as perhaps l've tried to be. Instead of feeling shame about that, l'm working with that 
understanding -- bringing compassion and awareness to whatfeels like the uncomfortable 
. truth. I may not have the same relationship to race that many white Americans have, but l've 
been here a long time now, and l'm breathing the same air as all the other white Americans ... 
Like most whites, I have developed a self-consciousness when speaking of race, a fear that I 
will say the "wrong thing." A lot of that, I know has to do with belonging to the dominant 
group -- reminds me of straight people speaking about 19bt stuff. But the self-consciousness 
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has to do also with buying into the idea of "other, " an extension of "othering" people who are 
not white. 1 may not like to think that's the case, but it must be. 
And yet, 1 also do feel different -- but 1 think that difference comes not just from having a 
non-American childhood, but also comes from having been with you, the conversations we 
had, the day-to-day experience of being intimate with someone who was "othered." You 
didn't feel "other" to me when we were together, but I'm aware that that may not have been 
your experience. I'm also aware that our relationship was not static. What it was in the 
beginning was not what it was in the end. ... Talking about race at school has confirmed my 
feeling different (and the continuing conversations 1 have with J. & S.). Like just the simple 
fact that other whites don't notice when they're in all-white environments. To them, having 
an all-white environment is just normal. I've also discovered through these 
conversations ... that 1 avoid talking about race around other white people. I've discovered 
that I've categorized people in my mind into safe and unsafe: there are "safe" whites, but 
most aren't ... Their assumptions and attitudes are painful and ignorant. But 1 can't distance 
myself completely. 1 participate in the creation of these views just by staying silent and living 
my white life. It's true -- unless 1 speak up, my silence is considered approval (that may 
sound a bit activist-y, but 1 believe it). 
Ifeel really committed in my work now, with my classmates, other therapists-to-be, that those 
who are white start to get a grip and start seeing that they have a white racial identity, that 
privilege comes with that identity, and with that privilege comes some responsibility. 
And that's really what I'm working on right now -- developing a white racial identity, my 
white racial identity. 1 think that's the work (the first job that is) white folks need to do when 
it comes to race. They/we need to stop looking outward at the "other" and start looking at 
ourselves. This system of privilege and oppression is perpetuated by the blindness of whites 
to see that they too have a racialleultural identity. As long as they/we are de-raced, the 
easier it is for them to ignore the fact that one particular raceleulture is being privileged 
over others and at the expense of other races and cultures. 
1 realize I'm launching into talking about this and 1 hope it's okay. Like you, 1 also feel a 
great deal of cautiousness. That self-consciousness 1 spoke of earlier sometimes arises and 1 
want you to tell me when 1 say things that are hurtful/ignorant. As you can see though, I'm 
quite interested in having this discussion! 1 know 1 went off on a few different tangents, but 1 
figure it's a decent way to start the conversation. I'm a bit scattered tonight -- I've gotten up 
a few times during the writing of this to attend to other stuff. But 1 wanted, like you, to start 
this conversation. So, let me know your thoughts when you get a chance. 
Be well. 
Sharon 
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Research Notes - July, 25, 2009 
I notice a desire to make it seem like I've "jixed" the problem. I want to show 
her that my struggles are past tense: gone through heartbreak, rediscovered a 
spiritual practice. I refer to the self-awareness I am obtaining and the tools, but 
I make it sound like I have them. 
I hadforgotten that I brought up Bed-Stuy in these emails. In our 
correspondence, I admit to still having some pain and regret around that 
experience, but then say that I have "actually done quite a bit of work around 
it." The only "work" I had done around it up to this point was to experience a 
lessening in self-loathing and hatred. That's what the meditation helped with-
sitting with the pain of it and learning that I could live through it. But as soon as 
the pain was manageable, Ijigured everything was o,kay. I was approaching 
something like forgiveness for what I'd felt were my wrongs, but I couldn't yet 
see that the whole framework was problematic. Even the idea that I had done 
wrong and needed forgiveness: this implied that if I got the proper tools, I could 
still march in there and do the right thing. I had yet to see that dichotomous 
thinking still held sway. I had tried to do good (vs. bad), but had ended up being 
bad (vs. good) by walking away. Now, I was back to being good (vs. bad) by 
looking at how I'd been bad (vs. good). I had been contaminated by leaving my 
position, but I could become pure again by confession. Furthermore, this 
confession and self-examination process could transform me from being the 
guilty one and back to being innocent. Most significantly, I could now gather all 
my new tools and awareness and rush back in to save "them" (vs. us). 
So powerful is the influence of my socialization! I was racially oblivious then 
and I continue to catch myself under the influence of my socialization ... 
November 9, 2007 
What is the situation? 
Speaking with a white man after a presentation he's just given at the Minnesota Association 
for MFT conference. I've enjoyed what he's spoken on and our conversation starts to touch 
on feminism and systems theory. So far, so good, but I'm starting to get the sense that he and 
I differ in our perspective ... Then, he says something to the effect that there are classes 
where the white students just have to whip themselves for being white. 
What are the thoughts, feelings and/or words spoken? 
I notice disappointment, frustration and even a sense of loss. 
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Reflection afterwards: how do you understand what happened? What were your thoughts and 
feelings that came after the initial thoughts or feelings? 
, 
I want to respect people in this newly chosen profession. I want to be encouraged in my 
pursuit of becoming culturally competent, of facing my judgment, my attachments and my 
role in the system of oppression. Furthermore, I want this system to change. Again, I'm 
confronted with the fact that intelligent, thoughtful people in positions of power do not share 
my commitment to social justice. Noticing that old friend yes! hopelessness again, 
accompanied by despair. Noticing also my frustration with myself for being so naIve, such 
an idealist! I was this way as a child -what I interpreted as hypocrisy in the church made me 
crazy. Now, I am still this way as an adult? I am tempted to turn it off - my deep care and 
my concern. It seems easier than encountering situations like this. . .. Again, noticing that I 
had many options about how to respond in this situation. I chose to shut down. What else 
could I have done? Could I have said, "That's interesting, but I don't think that's the 
intention of classes like that. Don't you think it's interesting that to address matters of 
inequality - which most of us agree exists, white folks often feel like they're being 
attacked?" wonderful; maybe another time. Or, based on his experience, I could have asked 
him: "What do you think would be a more effective approach to bringing up issues of racial 
inequality? If you agree that it needs to be addressed - in order for future therapists to be 
prepared for serving their clients - how would you go about it?" another great idea This is a 
new step for me - actually thinking through what I could have said. I'm really getting it at a 
deeper level that every situation provides me with an opportunity to respond in a number of 
different ways. I've known this intellectually, and seen it some in my closest interactions, 
but not in my every interaction. 
I appreciate your whole-hearted reflection process and delight in the learning that I see as 
you describe your thoughts and feelings. I feel confident that continuing this process will be 
deeply enriching in your life. 
On 12109107, Ruth M < Ruth ... @gmail.com> wrote: 
Hi, Sharon. 
I know I haven't written you about race yet . .. I think about that. I have started to write in 
my head. It's both that it has been busy and that it is harder to write about than I expected. 
Where to start? ... 
... When you wrote of learning about "whiteness" I was sort of. .. is nonplussed the right 
word? (Going to the OED . . hang onl I Right word, brought to a standstill, confounded, but 
not really the right feel. .. ) I have thought about that a lot, trying to figure out why I don't 
want to think about whiteness and the notion of white people examining their own whiteness 
irritates me. I think the reason is because, from my perspective as a person of color (and I 
am saying all of this to give you insight, not because I think my reaction is reasonable or 
appropriate, etc.) the last thing white folks need to do is spend any more time thinking about 
87 
themselves. The problem seems to be that they never think about anything else, that the point 
of reference is always whiteness and non-white is always other. So, from that place of 
frustration, it is difficult to see how thinking about whiteness more is going to help anything 
at all. That said, I know in my gut that you are right. Self-absorption of a power majority 
(and, in a global sense, that includes group other than western whites in many contexts) can 
lead to great acts of cruelty, oblivious cruelty. The only way to change is to understand why 
we wield our power the way we do -- to understand ourselves better. 
Wow. OK. I didn't think I had that much to say but, as always, you are one of my best 
listeners and I love to write to you. Thanks for reading all of this. I look forward to your 
response whether it comes in days or weeks. Good luck on the end of your term. Enjoy the 
holidays. Thanks for you and C's address. We may very well come up for a visit to your fair 
city in late spring and it would be lovely if we could all "meet" again. 
Much qfjection, 
R. 
I think it is interesting to see the ways race does and does not matter in the context of our 
relationship. Trust and intimacy coexist with distance and mistrust; neither cancels out the other. 
Experiencing an impediment to connection with Ruth was painful. I value equality. I value 
connection and mutuality with my friends and family. I want to resist the reality that she and I 
have shaped by our socialization within a racially stratified culture. I want to it to be enough that 
I have a good heart, that we enjoy each other's company, share a history and similar interests. In 
one respect, it is enough. As human beings, she and I are the same. We each desire to live full, 
meaningful lives. We share a desire for connection, caring, and respect. Weare also different 
and express our individuality in unique ways. Our lives reflect our different interests, talents and 
experiences. This culture accentuates our individualism prioritizing individual choice and 
autonomy. But despite this emphasis, we also have membership in social categories that carry 
meaning in this society. Though she and I are not defined by our membership in these social 
categories, they shape our experiences. Race is not real, in the biological sense (Lawrence et aI, 
2004), but it is a social reality. Only whites need to be reminded of the fact that there is a 
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correlation between race and well-being in our society (2004). It shouldn't be this way, but it is. 
A nation legally committed to equal opportunity for all should not continually reproduce patterns 
of racial inequality, but it does (2004). This is the context in which Ruth and I seek connection. 
This is the context for all of our relationships. I began this exploration by expressing my desire 
to create a therapeutic space that was large enough to hold the shifting ways in which race both 
matters and does not matter in the life of one client, Lucy. I recall a moment sitting with Lucy in 
which I realized that I had a choice to make. I could harden my heart and turn away, but not so 
much that anyone would notice. I was certain I could still appear to be a very fine therapist, 
since such a shift would necessarily be subtle. Or, I could find a way to turn toward 
vulnerability, move toward connection even as I desired to move away. I had thought this choice 
had already been made. I thought that by deciding to become a therapist, I had settled on the 
second option in an obvious, public way. But as I continue to discover, this choice must be made 
over and over again. Author, visionary and social critic, bell hooks (2000) says she has "faith in 
the power of white people to speak out against racism, challenging and changing prejudice" (p. 
89). I recall feeling skeptical the first time I read those words. I remember wondering how she 
keeps this faith, how she nurtures it in an environment where faith in anything besides self-
interest is considered suspect and soft. As I sit here, typing away on my laptop in a quiet house, 
I feel a smile coming on. I think have an idea of how she keeps this faith: she shares it with 
others. She speaks words to create the world she believes is possible. By speaking, she finds and 
creates community. I too think it is possible to awaken from the trance of our socialization that 
keeps us in isolation. It is not simple or instantaneous, but it is possible. It also cannot happen 
alone: 
"Fear is the primary force upholding structures of domination. It promotes the 
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desire for separation, the desire not to be known. When we are taught that safety 
lies always with sameness, then difference, of any kind, will appear as a threat. 
When we choose to love we choose to move against fear - against alienation and 
separation. The choice to love is a choice to connect - to find ourselves in the other 
(hooks, 2000, p. 93). 
Diary-July 22,2008 
1 need to become aware. And once I'm aware 1 need to know what to do. That's 
what this journey is about: awareness and knOWing what to do with that 
awareness. Most importantly, become alert to the ways 1 succumb to the myth of 
individualism: the idea that 1 need to do it alone, by myself, that asking for 
support is shameful, that saying "1 don't know is shameful, }} that 1 am in 
competition and vulnerability is weakness, dependency. 
90 
Chapter V: Discussion 
Discussion 
"I am learning that if I am not able to empathize with myself, disentangling the prejudice 
and confusion and guilt within me, I cannot empathize with clients when they bring their 
stories about racist trauma into the therapy room. If there are places that are 
inaccessible within me, cloaked beneath defensiveness andfear, my desire to evade any 
reminders of such places will limit my ability to be present and accessible to my clients. JJ 
Racial Moments Practice 
Through the practice of "racial mindfulness" I was introduced to a process for gaining 
awareness as well as some skills for relating to difficult emotions. In this practice, I am invited to 
"simply notice" thoughts and feelings, and relate with "friendliness" to my emotions. I learned 
that my most frequent, automatic responses to issues surrounding race is usually one of two 
emotions: hopelessness or guilt/shame. The goal of befriending such emotions is to develop the 
ability to stay with this discomfort, thereby giving myself the space to consider my options. This 
is not unlike developing the ability to stay with difficult emotions expressed by clients. Once 
they realize that you, their therapist, are not going to shame them or walk away, work can begin. 
But you have to hang in there, stick around for the relationship to happen. Walking out 
precludes any other options. Two of the goals of engaging in racial moments were to a) learn 
how to be comfortable with uncomfortable feelings and b) increase one's tolerance for 
ambiguity. Practicing these skills helped me realize that I have options for how I relate to the 
feelings that arise. Through keeping a journal of racial moments, I have learned that my 
judgment of myself and of others keeps me separate and in isolation. The more I can admit to 
my feelings, the more I can accept the feelings of others - even if these are not feelings or 
responses I want. By banishing my own disturbing feelings and thoughts, I banish others and 
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with them the possibility for connection and growth. I also increase the gap between the values I 
espouse and my willingness and ability to act on these values. 
Movement 
A shift occurred between my first and second set of racial moments. My focus appears 
more inward, as if I'm trying to make sense of the "me" before the awareness and the "new me" 
that is appearing with greater awareness. And yet, unlike my first set of journal entries, I appear 
to be taking some steps toward acting in the world in the ways I prefer, based on new learning. 
I'm catching my habit to engage in either/or thinking a little more quickly and beginning to see 
my affective tendencies with increasing clarity (hopelessness and judgment). As this practice 
requires, I continue to do a lot of reflecting on my own behavior, thoughts, and beliefs. I began 
taking note of what supports or hinders my ability to live up to my aspiration of being a racially 
conscious white 1?erson. I moved from silence to speaking when the conditions were supportive 
of external expression of my new understanding. In situations when I still found it too 
challenging to act, my ability to analyze, sit with discomfort, and apply new information was 
much greater than any of the entries in my first set of racial moments (see entry on October 27, 
2007). In every entry where I noticed instances of self-judgment, I saw movement toward 
greater understanding by critically reflecting and contextualizing my response. I also begin to 
articulate a wish for I'd like things to be: Keep thinking about the idea of bringing more of myself 
to the conversation; ... trying to open to the pain of others - without turning away or telling 
myself a story, or trying to rescue them; I'd like to hold both in my heart: the inequitable system 
and these individual boys who are enjoying the opportunity to run wild. I wonder if the shifts I 
notice are able to occur because of the understanding I had of the interrelatedness of the different 
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categories of privilege and oppression (class/race/ gender/heterosexism etc). I also wonder 
whether I would have been able to take on new understandings if I had remained in a colorblind 
position and the idea of racism being structural was still kind of fuzzy or confusing. I am 
reminded of a significant experience with a classmate around writing our racial moments. She 
shared with me an experience and I strongly encouraged her to write it up and submit it as a 
racial moment. She expressed some discomfort, because she was struggling with how to write 
about the experience as to do so would reveal her beliefs about the situation. Relating to her 
struggle, I framed her experience, including her reticence to write it up, in the language of 
attachments and polarized self-identities. Our discussion was quite emotional and detailed, 
involving self-disclosure on both our parts, and I remember realizing that she had not been able 
to take in the content on our handouts, emotionally or intellectually. Something had been in the 
way. However, in the context of our connection, and in a safe space in which she felt free to 
voice her confusion and fear, she began to understand. But it felt like I had to interpret the 
content of the handout - not because she lacked intelligence or a commitment to social justice 
(she has both) - but because something else was in the way. I'm starting to see the "something 
else" was not just colorblindness and a lack of understanding about how racism is institutionalizd 
in our society (and related to other ism's). Rather before learning such content can occur, 
affective and cognitive obstacles need to be attended to. 
Compassionate Dialogue 
Dialogue is a crucial element for helping me shift from emotional reactivity to racial 
understanding. One particular racial moment demonstrates my movement toward compassionate 
dialogue. I wrote about experiencing a shift to dialogue in one of my racial moments that 
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occurred while talking with a (white male) professor in the MFT field after he gave a 
presentation at a conference. When he discovered that I was currently in a Cultural Competence 
class, he said something to the effect of my class being a place where the white students just have 
to whip themselves for being white. As an impressionable, new student to this field, I was greatly 
impacted by the words of this older, influential professor. So many dynamics were at play in our 
conversation, and fortunately, I had been introduced to an emotional schema ("be gentle and kind 
to self. Can I be comfortable with being uncomfortable?) that allowed me a way of responding to 
this situation that did resulted in a "compassionate dialogue." The dialogue began with myself 
, 
(see racial moment), and in anticipation that Terri would read and participate in the conversation 
(a conversation she had been having with me via her comments to my previous racial moments). 
The final dialogue was an imaginary one, in which I envisioned and actually practiced having a 
"compassionate dialogue" with the professor in response to his comment about "white students 
whipping themselves for being white." Though my actual response to the professor had been to 
say nothing (in my words, I "shut down"), I imagined a different response to this professor and 
wrote: 
"What else could I have done? Could I have said, "That's interesting, but I don't think 
that's the intention of classes like that. Don't you think it's interesting that to address 
matters of inequality which most of us agree exists, white folks often feel like they're 
being attacked? Or, based on his experience, I could have asked him: "What do you think 
would be a more effective approach to bringing up issues of racial inequality? Jfyou 
agree that it needs to be addressed - in order for future therapists to be prepared for 
serving their clients - how would you go about it? " 
The meta-processes (cognitive and affective) I had been instructed to engage in when relating to 
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my racial moments gave me a useful strategy for moving from reactivity to understanding - of 
my self and of others. After writing down some alternate ways I could have responded to the 
professor, I make reference to this new understanding and use a journey metaphor when doing 
so: 
"This is a new step for me - actually thinking through what I could have said. I'm really 
getting it at a deeper level that every situation provides me with an opportunity to 
respond in a number of different ways. " 
Elsewhere in my racial moments journal, my language reveals that I view this process like a 
journey. The destination I envisioned resulted in a process both revelatory and transformative. 
My destination: connection (with myself, with others in my racial group, and with others not in 
my racial group) and understanding (of self and others). 
Conclusions: Awareness and Vulnerability 
Aponte (1994) asserts that a therapist's thoughts, emotions, and life experiences are 
"among our most important resources" (p. 242), but that these resources are always to some 
degree kept secret. Furthermore, he says it is a "tragedy" (p. 242) when therapists are not honest 
with themselves and that our clients suffer from our denial to do this work. However, to access 
one's thoughts, emotions, and life experiences one must become aware. This journey suggests 
that awareness precedes investigation. I cannot access that of which I am not aware. This 
process of becoming aware is a delicate task and requires a vulnerable stance that is at once 
familiar and uncomfortable, desirable and threatening. In this cultural context of competitiveness 
and individualism, a vulnerable stance is often dangerous and at the very least is reserved for 
intimate situations. Even then, it connotes a lack of power on behalf of the one being vulnerable. 
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The concept of "vulnerable populations," is a term reserved for persons society has identified as 
needing special protection. It implies that some of us are vulnerable while the rest of us are not. 
The disabled, the poor, the homeless, those who due to age or circumstance are not able to 
accomplish what has been deemed by traditional Western psychological thought and practice as 
the mark of maturity, the apex of development: the ability to care for one's self, to separate and 
stand alone as a self-contained, self-sufficient "1." And yet, one has only to hold a newborn child 
or sit beside a loved one who is dying to taste the vulnerability that is an inevitable part of being 
alive. These moments in which we glimpse our vulnerability, our raw need for another, is the 
stuff of story, of movies and song. We have narratives about people (usually whites in powerful 
positions) who are moved by such moments and let it infiltrate their professional lives: the 
executive who can no longer push ahead with the housing development because he realizes it 
will leave hundreds of people homeless or a struggling community to die. These individuals 
(usually alone, usually male) are heroes, the stories tell us, but they are unusual. The subtext is 
that if everyone paid heed to our collective humanity and vulnerability, society (read: progress) 
would come to halt. Sacrifice is necessary for progress, the notion of progress being defined in a 
white, middle-class, heterosexual, capitalistic culture. If certain people or groups end up having 
to sacrifice more (their communities, their health) it is because they have not succeeded at 
protecting their vulnerabilities. Protection is necessary since vulnerability is equated with 
weakness. Brene Brown (2007) in her work on shame writes, "We equate vulnerability with 
weakness, and, in our culture, there are very few things we abhor more than weakness" (p. 77). 
Weakness implies dependency. The Relational-Cultural theorists suggest our math is flawed, 
that equating dependency with weakness is based on a paradigm that denies and inhibits what 
every human being not only seeks, but requires for survival: relationship. We long to reach out 
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and connect with another. We yearn for the recognition of another as we go about our daily 
tasks that serve the useful function of bringing order to the unfolding moments of our lives, but 
that also belies the truth beneath our existence: this day, this moment is one over which I actually 
have very little control. The stock market could crash, the promotion may not occur, the car in 
the intersection may not stop. Recognizing how little control we have creates the conditions for 
vulnerability to arise. At that point, we can live our lives in fear trying desperately to maintain 
control over every bit we possibly can. Or, we can open to this reality, recognize that we are not 
in control and experience the sweet pain of vulnerability. I call it sweet pain because, 
paradoxically, by experiencing that vulnerability, we open ourselves up to the possibility of 
connection. The realization that we, none of us, have complete control is the source of 
compassion. This compassion moves the heart into relationship. Such movement toward 
relationship, enables us to open to another, to recognize the relational reality of our lives that 
contradicts the myth of separation and the isolation that results from believing that myth. 
One of my most significant insights on this journey illustrates how compassion and 
vulnerability create the conditions for connection: "It's excruciating to let it all in - the reality of 
the inequity that exists and my relationship to it (my history, my reactions, my emotional 
responses). It really does require the ability to sit with a breaking heart. " In reflecting on this 
moment, I wrote: If it had not been for this realization, I would not be sharing this journey. This 
is the crux of the matter: seeing the way it actually is without closing down in denial. Or closing 
down in resistance and actually pushing away at it. Or clinging to my idea of how I think it 
should be. Because I was practicing applying emotional regulation skills to race-related 
learning, I was able to take in the content regarding the structural nature of racism. I was able to 
absorb the fact that my race is a valuable social and economic resource and that I reap the 
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benefits of this each day - even if! don't want to; and that my individual efforts will never be 
enough to counteract the racialized institutional, cultural and political forces that maintain this 
system. Taking in the complexity of race also involves recognizing that my response matters. 
My desire to help and reach out is not simply defective, nor merely a result of socialization, but 
also the heart's aspiration to do what is beneficial for all beings. 
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Appendix A: Compassionate Dialogue: Non-Violent Communication Vignette 
I want to share a very simplified example of how useful NVC can be in creating 
connection. Though this example is from a clinical setting, I think the application to a classroom 
setting is not difficult to imagine: 
As a student-therapist, I was working with a mother and her nine-year old daughter. The 
daughter insisted that she had to watch TV immediately after school each day. Mom insisted 
that the daughter do her homework first and then watch TV. From this simple conflict, war 
ensured. Belittling, yelling, daughter's refusal to ever do her homework, Mom's insistence that 
her daughter is defective, daughter's belief that Mom doesn't care about her wellbeing and 
happiness. Before we could move on to what I believe were other issues compelling this dyad 
into therapy, this daily battle had to cease. I chose to introduce NVC and gave them both a 
feelings and needs sheet. 2 They each identified their feelings around this interaction. This was a 
useful first step to get them out of the cycle of blaming the other. Then, they looked at the Needs 
list. The daughter said that she had a need for rest and relaxation after school. Mom identified a 
need for order and ease, but could also identify with needing rest. After some discussion, 
daughter agreed that she too liked order in certain areas of her life, but doing homework right 
after school was not her way of meeting that need. Each expressed surprise that on the level of 
needs they did not have conflict. Instead of looking at the other as the enemy, they could see that 
they were both striving to meet similar needs, but in very different ways. This is the beginning 
of empathy: the ability to understand and share the feelings of another. From this place of 
2 For more information on Nonviolent Communication, including Feelings and Needs sheets, see the Center for 
Nonviolent Communication at http://www.cnvc.org.l 
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commonality, we began to discuss the options for how they could each meet their needs in ways 
that were mutually satisfying. 
In conjunction with learning the concept of needs, I introduced them to the concept of 
self-empathy. Mom especially found this useful. When about to launch into an attack of her 
daughter's behavior, Mom started slowing down and checking in. Her feelings were a flag 
telling her that certain needs were not being met. Naming her feelings had a calming effect as 
we know from brain science and from there, Mom went on to identify which needs were not 
being met by the current situation. Then, she was encouraged to give herself self-empathy. She 
really longed to be understood by her daughter. She really wanted respect and ease in the midst 
of a busy day. Often, by applying self-empathy she was able to take a deep breath and approach 
her daughter with a different energy, which often resulted in a markedly different interaction. 
From this place of calm and a sense that she had been nurtured, she reaffirmed that the need 
above all us was to connect with her daughter. Once connection happened, she could invite her 
daughter to explore how her needs could be met. There was the hope that daughter would 
understand, especially since daughter too has needs for respect and ease. 
Appendix B: Obstacles to Compassion 
Class Notes - September 18, 2007 
Obstacles to Compassion 
1. Defensiveness -7 a cognitive and emotional rigidity. 
Trigger -7 emotional reactivity leads to defensiveness 
Run into rigidity & lose flexibility. 
* Can't just get rid of it. 
So start where you are. Notice the uncomfortable. 
It's like a red flag getting your attention. 
Notice: something's getting hooked. 
Not defensive unless there's a hook. 
2. Fear -7 Emotional part of brain is getting hooked. 
Name it! See it! Now, you've engaged a different part of the brain. 
Be curious -7 what did I learn in my past that causes fear? 
3.Ignorance -7 Trained to think we should know. 
Notice the trigger: "I don't know. " 
See obliviousness. See how environment has supported us not knowing certain things. 
Dominance functions by normalizing itself. 
See privilege as normal & oppression 
(How did I learn that my way of being in the world is a normal way?) 
There's also WILLFUL IGNORANCE. 
Ask? Are there places where I hold onto my ignorance. 
Ijso, why? 
Why this fixed position? 
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4. Pain -7 Have to work with yourselffirst -7 self-empathy. 
Recognize: I'm too triggered to empathize. 
Brain: survival mode. We lose connection -7 how to connect wlself & others. 
In pain -7 we lose some cognitive abilities, how to care for self & others. 
5. Attachment to beliefs. worldviews & theories 
Can run into our ideas about things ... 
Attachment to a certain self-image, being a "good person" 
Attachments are our fixed ideas about ourselves and others. 
Consciousness sets in motion new pathways in brain & it brings in -7 CHOICE 
Can get attached to either place: 
1 'm a good person 
OR 
1 'm a bad person 
Move beyond that to a place of curiosity. 
*Involves willingness to be uncomfortable. Learn that we can take care of ourselves. 
*Our fates and futures are interconnected 
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Appendix C: Attachments and Polarized Self-Identities 
Class Handout - Attachments and Polarized Self Identities 
When reading my selected racial moments, you will notice that the idea of "attachments" come 
up quite frequently. The information we received in class regarding attachments and polarized 
self-identities was very useful in providing language and a framework for me to notice and 
document my movement from emotional reactivity to racial understanding: 
Attachments: 
• to a colorblind position: we're all human; all you need is love 
• to wanting to appear to be "a conscious white person" 
• to an idealized self-image of racial innocence 
• to being comfortable 
• to shame and guilt for being white 
• to wanting approval from nonwhites/whites 
• to internalized oppression 
We can engage in a self-reflective process of looking at our lives through a racial lens, as 
a means of becoming more racially aware. We start where we are: there is often a 
discrepancy between our values and moral aspirations and the kinds of thoughts, feelings 
and behaviors that we notice in ourselves. 
Polarized self-identities, attachments, and scripts are barriers of separation. We may be 
unaware of them until a racial moment offers the opportunity of bringing them to 
conscious awareness. When we experience an injury or upset we can learn more about 
our racial self-identifications. 
Polarized Self-Identities 
• Good white person/bad racist person 
• Conscious/ignorant 
• Oppressor/oppressed 
PerpetratorNictim 
1) Wednesday, Sept 12 
Appendix D: Racial Moments Reflection 1 
Racial Moments Reflection 1 
Sharon Barnett 
Fall 2007 
1. Chi Gong class at Common Ground Meditation Center 
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2. Six ostensibly Caucasian people (including myself) and one person who is a man of 
color, presumably African American, but I'm not entirely sure. 
3. Found myself wondering how comfortable he felt. Pondered on his connection with the 
white woman he'd come to class with - wondered if they were a couple because of the 
level of familiarity they demonstrated and how closely they stood together. Also found 
myself wishing my friend Chris were along. He'd like to have another man of color 
present. Each time we've come, he's been the only one. Thinking that I'll tell him about 
today, knowing he would like to know that there's the possibility of another man of color 
present in what had previously been for him an all-white setting. 
4. I felt fairly comfortable with my thoughts and feelings about this situation - no judgment 
really, though I wonder about my assumption that he and the white woman are together. 
Would I be thinking that if they were both white? Or both black? Do I often think that 
people are together when I see a man and a woman acting in ways that are familiar and 
close? Made slightly uncomfortable because I'm aware that Chris and I act familiar and 
close and we're not involved. Do people, including myself, over sexualize the 
relationships between black men and white women? I'm thinking this is a hold over from 
slavery and that makes me feel uncomfortable. 
2) Wednesday, Sept 12 
1. While walking my dog on an isolated wooded path alongside the Mississippi, I run into 
two men: one is white, and one is black. 
2. Two men and me. 
3. I felt slightly uncomfortable when I ran into the white man and quite happy to have my 
dog along with me. But I felt very comfortable running into the second man along the 
path, a black man and we chatted a little about our dogs. Noticed that I considered him 
an attractive person - nice smile. 
4. After that interaction considered how I felt. , .. I've never run into a black man on that 
path before. Felt pleased with myself for not feeling uncomfortable because I often feel 
uncomfortable when I run into men when I'm alone (I'm usually walking the dog early in 
the morning or later in the evening). Then, I felt some chagrin that I felt that way 
(pleased with myself) and noticed I was judging myself for feeling pleased. Is this white 
liberal pride - a pat on the back for the white girl who doesn't get scared when she meets 
a black man on a path in the woods? I have a lot of judgment when I find myself buying 
into stereotypical dominant cultural beliefs. Then I attempted to give some nuance to 
what was going on ... thought then that the reason I felt comfortable with the black man 
was because he appeared solidly - or even upper -- middle-class. He appeared at ease 
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with his dog and in the woods and I felt that also. The white man I had passed earlier 
didn't appear to feel so at ease. He also appeared to be working class and his eyes 
seemed a little too interested in holding my gaze. So interesting to notice how in this 
instance class trumped race, or appeared to do so. Walking home the rest of the way, 
noticed how everyone I passed was white and considered how comfortable I felt walking 
along the sidewalk, knowing I wasn't drawing any attention at all, feeling the comfort of 
blending in. Wishing everyone could feel so at ease. Wishing it wasn't so unusual to 
run into a black man (middle class only?) while walking near my home. Wishing we 
could all (all classes?) feel at ease, together ... 
3) Thursday, Sept 13 
I. Receiving a scholarship from the white daughter of the donor (the mother for whom the 
scholarship is named has died). We are seated together at an awards ceremony and 
afterwards attend a dessert reception. She mentions working in China and I mention 
growing up in Australia. Upon discovery that I am the daughter of Christian 
missionaries, she is delighted and reveals that she is actually a missionary. She tells me 
that the people of China are open and "hungry" for the gospel, but that Europe is "very, 
very dark," referring to their 'resistance' to Christianity. Later, she speaks of teaching 
English in China and says casually of her Chinese students, "you can't tell them apart, 
you know." She tells some other stories that reveal prejudice and ends the evening by 
asking me what church I attend. 
2. Donor's daughter and me. 
3. I felt sickened by her delight of my heritage and frustrated with myself for revealing my 
upbringing. My thoughts were, 'I should know better than reveal this in the Midwest, 
because chances are they will be religious and will think I too am religious.' I actually 
felt some fear that if she learned I was queer, she could somehow get the scholarship 
revoked. So, sitting in that place of fear, and feeling my shame triggered for having so 
obviously left the path of my parents, I said nothing. 
4. I definitely judged her for her remarks, but judged myself even more so for saying 
nothing. I was very offended by the way she spoke of her students and the casual 
prejudice she displayed. I know, however, from experience that when I feel shame for 
being queer, I don't make a very good ally. I go into protective mode and look out only 
for myself. I'd like to feel proud and confident and wish I could have respectfully said 
something about her prejudiced remarks. The rebel in me, who is often silent, also 
wished she could have known that her scholarship was supporting a lesbian! Interesting 
to see how my internalized homophobia kept me from challenging racist ideas ... 
4) Friday, Sept 14 
I. At the intersection of Cedar, Minnehaha, and Franklin Avenues, I see a car being driven 
by an African woman wearing a traditional-looking, black headscarfwith a bumper 
sticker that says "No one is free when others are oppressed." 
2. Me. 
3. I'm surprised! I associate bumper stickers like that one with white progressives, not 
black African women dressed in traditional (Muslim?) attire. My surprise is quickly 
followed by delight and curiosity. What's her story, I wonder? 
109 
4. A few minutes after registering my feelings, I feel saddened by my response. Why such 
shock that she should connect to the message in that sticker? Have I completely believed 
the dominant interpretation that African women are oppressed and that stickers like that 
are about them? Do I think that only white people (read: Western) are "free" and un-
oppressed? Would I have felt surprised if the car hadn't been driven by an African 
woman, but by an African American woman? I think it would have depended on whether 
the African American woman looked "progressive" or not, because I have a few black 
women friends who are entirely capable of driving around with such messages on their 
car bumpers. So, I'm thinking it was the combination of factors that played into my 
response- my beliefs about African women, Muslim women. I was also a little 
uncomfortable that I felt such delight ... Is it patronizing? Is my thinking it's ",cool" 
somewhat condescending? I'm thinking it might be .... But I think I also appreciate the 
fact that she shook up some of my assumptions. 
5) Saturday, Sept 15 
1. Co-facilitating a Volunteer Training session at a local nonprofit. Notice my interest when 
the only black woman speaks with confidence and poise and carries herself as one who 
doesn't feel different or "other" -- in an easy, relaxed manner. The black women I'm 
used to interacting with in this setting are not usually so self-assured. I find myself 
surprised by the amount of eye contact she keeps with me during the training (I was the 
trainer) and her quiet, casual confidence. 
2. Twenty-seven women. 
3. I assume she's not·from the Midwest and learn that she's the daughter of Ghanian 
immigrants and attending Carlton College. I feel a little uneasy that I wasn't as interested 
in the other volunteers as I was in her. Did she notice my interest? Mind it? Like it? We 
chatted afterwards and had some rapport ... because of class? Because we both grew up 
somewhere other than the US? Or simply because I put out the message that I found her 
interesting? Does she feel like I'm another curious white person? Or does she sense that 
my interest is genuine, that I feel "other" in different ways and admire people who are 
deemed "other" but find ways of carrying themselves with confidence and grace? 
4. I think I connected with this woman for a number of reasons. Confident, open people 
draw others to them. I feel like it wouldn't have mattered whether she was black or not, 
that her presence was big and yes, she's black, but this was more about presence than 
about her race. Is that so? Is it okay that I think that? Am I wrong? Would she agree? 
Before this class I would have thought something like that without even thinking about it! 
6) Monday, September 17 
1. Some new classmates want to know how I was connected to an east coast school and I 
told them that my ex was admitted into the law school there. They wanted to know how 
she got in and asked if she was super smart. I say, yes, very, and they go on to ask a few 
other questions about the relationship. Usually it comes out that she and I have different 
cultural backgrounds. However, during this conversation, I omit any mention of her race 
or ethnicity. 
2. Three classmates and me (all white women). 
3. I feel like I'm hiding something by not telling them that my ex-partner is black. I don't 
want to reveal her race in this context because I believe that most white people think that 
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black people don't get anywhere without handouts, that the only reason a black girl gets 
into a top school is because she's black. I feel a little edgy during the conversation and 
realize that I'm feeling them out, watching to see how close I can be to these people. 
4. After the conversation, I am bothered by my omission. I want to mention that she's 
black, but not in the context of her achievement. I'm still haunted by her stories, how her 
high school guidance counselor wanted her to try for a basketball scholarship because his 
mind couldn't compute that a tall, black girl could get into college for something other 
than sports (even after she got a perfect verbal score on the SAT - without studying!). I 
don't want to be that person, that white woman bragging about the achievements of her 
black ex -like I want to prove to "them" that their stereotypes are wrong. But ifI'm 
secure that "their" view is faulty, why the need to prove anything? I fear that this 
omission reveals something unresolved in me... I also feel weary of introducing all the 
ways I'm different to this new crowd of people. If feels enough to be gay, but now I've 
also been married before to a black woman?!? Ijust want to blend in, but it seems that 
even though I can on the surface, blending in is not an option if I'm to be open and 
authentic. 
7) Wednesday, Sept 19 
1. Attend a community event at The Creative Leadership Studio. I walk in and notice that 
all the people of color are sitting together - African American, Asian, and Native 
American. 
2. Me and about 30 others, men and women. 
3. I'm really aware of race due to this class and so am instantly aware of the segregation in 
the room. I'm not surprised, feel a little saddened by it, and think that I would have 
noticed and felt sad whether I was in this class or not. 
4. I think my sadness is about feeling like my connection to that handful of tables where 
everyone seated was black or brown is gone now that I'm not in a relationship with a 
person of color. My whiteness is a marker of not belonging there, with them, and I get it. 
I get why they are sitting together. I would be too ifI were in their shoes. I'm just sad 
that there is a line that divides everyone and that I feel powerless, in that instant to do 
anything about it. Also, what needs to be done? Just because I feel sad doesn't mean we 
should all sit together, right? What's my motivation? 
8) Wednesday, Sept 19 
1. Notice that I pass many of people of color as I bike the greenway from the Mississippi to 
Uptown. Make a point to smile and chat briefly with a Latino man who's walking by 
when I stop to take off my sweater. 
2. Me and some people of color I pass as I bike and one Latino man in particular. 
3. I feel curious. Seems like Minneapolis is so very white, but as I bike I am reminded that 
it's not. Feel a little saddened that most of the folks I pass appear to be struggling in 
some way as they walk along the greenway. But not all are struggling - some look 
content and engaged, but tired, everyone looks pretty tired. 
4. Think about how it's not that there are no people of color in Mpls, but I would guess that 
most are not middle class. The people of color whose paths I cross usually have the same 
class background as me. In fact, most of the people I interact with in meaningful ways 
share my class background - or appear to do so. Thinking a lot about the intersection of 
class and race ... Thinking about my experience of living in Minneapolis and how 
different it would be if I weren't white or middle class. 
9) Wednesday, Sept 19 
1. My partner and I are driving and she says casually that she met to study with a 
"highstrung, typical white woman and a Muslim woman." 
2. My partner and me (both white women). 
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3. I'm really curious about her wording and her suggestion that being "highstrung" is 
"typical" of white women. I ask her about this and she gets quite defensive, pointing out 
that she didn't say anything derogatory about the Muslim woman, that it was a white 
woman she was speaking of. I tell her that I'm not seeking justification for her wording, 
but that I'm just curious. I explain that I'm thinking about the creation of white identity, 
and how it is that I completely understand the stereotype of "typical, highstrung white 
woman." Ijust want to discuss where this might originate and why she chose that 
wording. I'm also curious about the contrast with her saying "Muslim woman" and the 
flood of associations and assumptions that came into my mind when she said those two 
words. 
4. I think that beneath my curiosity was some judgment. I don't like that "highstrung" can 
be seen as "typical" for white women. Feels a bit sexist, also. So, I think my partner 
may become defensive in response to my judging attitude - despite my claims of benign 
curiosity! But would I have said the same? I know I have made such comments in the 
past ... And I'm still pondering on that association, that we all know what we mean when 
someone says your "typical, highstrung white woman." 
10) Friday, September 21 
1. Playing music with a friend and I run into her partner at their apartment. He talks for a 
long time about his writing and we talk about our favorite poets. He then begins to talk 
about a black male poet he loves and how he relates to this poet. 
2. Friend's partner and me. 
3. Due to this class, I have a heightened awareness that he is black and that I am a white 
woman talking to a black man. This awareness gives me a feeling of awkwardness that I 
haven't felt in the past when I've interacted with him. Other than that awkwardness, and 
once it subsides, I feel comfortable talking with him, though I am also aware of how 
much he talks and of how much listening I'm doing - which leads into more thinking 
about gender. 
4. I think I am experiencing the effects of beginning a graduate program that is making me 
think! My awareness is increasing and with this awareness comes an entirely different 
world. Myoid world isn't gone, but this new way of seeing is adding new dimensions, 
new complexity. I have to get used to using a part of my brain that I fear has been 
sleeping a very long time. .. And I'm wondering if every other time, Tim has been more 
aware ofrace than I've been. I'm wondering ifhe's had to be aware and ifI've been 
oblivious because of my privilege. It's not like I haven't been aware that he's black, but 
it just didn't seem to matter in the context of our connection. Perhaps it's mattered to 
him all along and been something that he's been very aware of every single time we've 
interacted. 
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11) Monday, Sept 24 
1. Reading an article in vita.mn, a free twin cities publication that features a musician friend 
of mine. Ninety percent of the email is about my friend's hair which she wears in a large, 
curly afro. 
2. Me. 
3. I'm not happy with the amount of time or emphasis they give to her hair. Yes, she has 
beautiful hair, and yes, hair is not an insignificant issue for women I know (and particular 
black women). But still, I have never read an article about any musician and had it be 
mostly about her hair. And I happen to know my friend is a talented woman with ideas 
and creations that extend way beyond her hair. Anger and frustration were the strongest 
feelings present - and a sense of hopelessness. 
4. I think this article is an example of how racism and sexism intersect. I have read 
countless articles about white women musicians in this same genre and they have never 
focused this much on either their hair or clothing or anything else related to their 
appearance. I say that sexism comes to play on this issue because the focus on her hair 
seems to be very much connected to the fact that she's a woman. I would venture a guess 
that my friend discussed many topics with the journalist, but that he, in the end, found the 
most interesting focus for this article to be the subject of her hair - not her talent for 
singing or writing songs. 
12) Friday, Sept 28 
1. I speak with my employer on the phone and she tells me her stepfather has been 
murdered. She is crying and I am crying for/with her and the entire time I am crying, I 
am thinking to myself, please, let the killer be white and not black. 
2. Employer and me. 
3. I am shocked and saddened by this terrible news. And I'm disturbed by my immediate 
thoughts about the race of the perpetrator. 
4. I definitely judged myself for thinking these thoughts. Even though I instantly thought 
that I didn't want the murderer to be black, that's still connecting this crime with black 
men - and that's a connection mainstream society wants to reinforce. However, I eased 
up a little when I reminded myself of my somewhat recent experience of the murder of a 
friend of mine. She, a young white woman, was killed by a younger, black teen in a 
mugging that went awry a little over two years ago. The loss of her life is still painful, 
but in addition to that pain, was the pain of witnessing the prejudice that emerged after 
her death. It was alienating and painful to be witness to the (white) people I love 
suddenly revealing their deep-seated fear of black people. Though I tried to place it in a 
context of structural racism, my empathy for their grief and my own anger/fear/pain/grief 
made it difficult for me to approach the issue with them. 
1) Tuesday, Oct 9 
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1. Walking back from class and a classmate makes a comment about some of the people in 
the video we've just viewed that I interpret as derogatory. 
2. Two white classmates and me. 
3. Feeling slightly disoriented after crying during the film and feeling so saddened by what 
I've seen. Feel confused by my classmate's comment/joke, but strangely numb. I say 
nothing in response to her and she acts offended. Then I'm worried that I've offended 
her, so I say that Ijust didn't get it. So, she laughs and talks about why she thinks it's 
okay to make comments about people who are very poor and white. I continue to walk in 
silence, letting only my silence communicate that I don't agree. Her level of discomfort . 
continues to grow until she says something completely outrageous and then has to laugh 
it off, telling me she's been completely joking the whole time. I shake my head and 
smile wryly, like she's been a bad child, but that I'll excuse it and go along with her story 
about it all being a big joke. It's not a comfortable interaction for me (or her), but I think 
I manage to take care of her feelings (and mine?) so it's not too unbearable. 
4. I'm again astounded by my lack of courage to speak up. I hate it (noticing aversion!). 
When itfeels like the cost is too high, I say nothing or act like I don't understand. As a 
result, I think I seem spacier than I really am. I think my spacey-ness with family and 
some friends has been a cover for not speaking up when I'm with people I want to accept 
me (wow -- that thought has some profound implications for me). I just keep feeling like 
my views are 'too much,' and I don't feel like I can communicate how I feel about these 
issues in a calm or relaxed manner. Also, I have this knee-jerk response to keep 
everyone feeling comfortable and at-ease. This has been a strength in my family and 
work situations, but it means I'm not very adept at interrupting the flow of "business as 
usual." Keep thinking about the idea of bringing more of myself to the conversation .... 
Realizing that my world is split into people I trust/am real with and all "the others." 
2) Wednesday, Oct 10 
1. Getting my haircut by the young, white woman whose cut my hair for the past four years. 
She tells me that she's buying her first home and makes a comment about the 
neighborhood where she's buying - that it used to be so safe and now it's less so. I know 
the neighborhood she's speaking of and agree that it has, indeed, changed over the past 
couple of years and that it does appear to be less safe. 
2. Hairstylist and me. 
3. I'm feeling very relaxed during our conversation up until she makes a comment about 
safety and her new neighborhood. Suddenly, I feel trapped, like I'm participating in a 
conversation that's covertly about race. But I'm unsure of how to make the covert overt. 
Also, what she's saying is true: the neighborhood has become a little more run down in 
the past few years. So, it's not like she's speaking untruths, but I feel wary because of 
what I think is beneath her seemingly benign observation and my agreement. 
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4. I don't have much judgment for her since she (like me) has been indoctrinated into a 
certain way of seeing the world since she was born. I wish I could have started a 
conversation however, maybe told her about what I'm studying at school and the 
discussions we've been having about race. I want to find a way to reveal the racist 
subtext beneath so many conversations between white people - but I want to do it from a 
place of spaciousness and curiosity, not judgment. 
3). Friday, Oct 12 
1. Speaking with my white mother on the telephone about the genogram project while 
looking through some old papers she dropped off at my home. Through this 
conversation, I learn that one of my white ancestors was an abolitionist. I tell my mother 
how happy I am to hear this, but that I'm also curious why she didn't tell me before now. 
She brushes off my question. I tell her that all I've known is that my relatives had 
plantations and owned slaves - but that this side of the story has been completely hidden. 
She tells me that he was quite controversial in the family, but that yes, she's always 
known and thinks it's odd that I didn't know this. 
2. Mother and me. 
3. Complete shock - mixed with disbelief and delight. As I read the papers in my hand, I 
start to believe my mother's words and begin feeling relief and the stirring of pride in my 
heart. Extreme puzzlement as well- why has she never told me this? Why don't we talk 
about this in my family? I'm so saddened and dismayed - and extremely curious - about 
the neglect of this part of my family's story. I was truly devastated as a little girl when I 
learned that the relatives on my favorite Grandmother's side had owned slaves. And all 
my mother said was that classic line, "We treated them like family." Well, that comment 
just confused me more, and by the time I reached high school, I knew better than to bring 
up issues of race with either of my parents. I was simply ashamed of their views. 
4. I'm still taking in this news. I read an entire booklet about this relative that was 
published by a historical society in Kentucky - how he gave speeches, and started an 
abolitionist newspaper; how he couldn't get it published and so started a publishing 
house; that he endured death threats and fires, (and even fought duels!) and was 
eventually run out of Kentucky and had to publish from Cincinnati; how he gave a great 
deal of the family's estate to start Berea College. This is fascinating stuff and really 
serves to counter the' shame I've felt for my mother's side of the family. And such 
,courage he had! Imagine how I'd feel about being bold ifI'd had such courage modeled 
from the time I was a little girl? 
4) Thursday, October 18,2007 
1. Driving across town and I get stuck at a light near a bus stop. I see a black woman and 
her children at the bus stop - they look poor and disenfranchised. I've just watched 
Race: The Power of Illusion and I feel like everywhere I look, I see the evidence of 
entrenched inequity. 
2. Me - and a family I briefly observe. 
3. I feel pity. Then, I feel shame - shame for feeling pity and shame for sitting where I'm 
sitting. I have no kids and I have a car. My life is easy and I feel shame for this. I notice 
feelings of anger and hopelessness. A younger me would have offered her a ride. A 
younger me used to think she could overcome inequity one person at a time. I remember 
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that person with a mix of pride - that I cared so much -- and shame - that I was so naIve, 
so guided by my assumptions about what others should need or want, so complicit in 
"othering" people different from myself. Overwhelmingly, the feeling of hopelessness 
remains. 
4. It's excruciating to let it all in - the reality of the inequity that exists and my relationship 
to it (my history, my reactions, my emotional responses). It really does require the ability 
to sit with a breaking heart. I'm trying to get used to that. Over the past couple of years, 
I've let myself begin to sit with my own pain, but now, trying to open to the pain of 
others - without turning away or telling myself a story, or trying to rescue them - is 
unfamiliar. 
5) Thursday, October 18, 2007 
1. Group of five young white boys in a cafe. They alternate between standing on the 
couches, crawling on the floors, running to the front of the cafe and back again. They are 
all blonde except for one with red hair, and they're somewhere between the ages offive 
and eight. They are rowdy boys with lots of energy in their boy bodies. They speak 
loudly, eating their large cookies with open mouths. A well-dressed white woman follows 
them around. They are not told to quiet down, though most people are studying or 
reading quietly at their tables. I notice people looking up from their laptops and books, 
shifting in their seats. 
2. Me, other customers in the cafe, the white boys and their guardian. 
3. I feel anger. I want someone to tell the boys to use their "inside voices" and behavior-
to save the running around for outdoors! I'm also judging them and feeling really 
justified in feeling this way. I think that people would complain if the boys weren't white 
or followed around by such an affluent-looking caregiver. Lots of anger. Is it envy? 
Frustration? I love kids. I love how they are in the world. But today, I think it's unfair 
that they get to act like this is their (white) world and they own it Gudgment!). I'm 
thinking that their place in the world is already being established: they own the world. 
4. I don't like how angry I become sometimes in response to my thoughts. I'd like not to 
have such a sinister, cynical view. These boys are doing what all children would do if 
they could - run wild. I was the one bringing in the comparison. Maybe in this particular 
cafe, all children would have been allowed to create such mayhem. Can I open to this 
possibility? I think I was feeling extremely sensitive after having watched the 
documentary for my video assignment. I do believe there is a double standard for the 
behavior of children that is influenced, if not determined by our racial categories. 
Children of color often have innocent acts of childhood deemed criminal and our criminal 
"justice" system demonstrates this. So, my response didn't come from "nowhere." 
However, I'd like to hold both in my heart: the inequitable system and these individual 
boys who are enjoying the opportunity to run wild. 
6) Friday, October 19, 2007 
1. Reading the front page of the BBC and I come across an article about the Nobel prize 
winning scientist, James Watson. 
2. Me and the online version of the BBC World News. 
3. I am appalled by what Watson says and deeply disturbed that those who want to believe 
in the superiority of whites will seize upon his words. How could he say this? Why did 
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he say this? I am furious and deeply disturbed. What's most disturbing is that his words 
cannot be taken' back. The refutations and all the evidence of those who have come forth 
to show the fallacy of his words do not erase the fact that they were said. If only his 
words had not been published. If only they had been said in private and he had been 
privately reprimanded and suspended. What is chosen as news impacts the views of all 
who read it. Beneath my anger is such sadness and possibly, even despair. 
4. Later, I'm not feeling much more calm. If someone like this man can make such a 
statement, it is clear to me that intellectual progress will not undo racism. Is it ignorance 
that leads to these mistaken views? I want to return to the faith tradition of my childhood 
and say it is evil in the hearts of humans who hold these views. But is it? Is it possible 
for evil to be in the heart of a human? Is it not more likely ignorance? If one sees the 
truth, comprehends a view that is true - the Buddhist idea of "right view" - than will not 
the response be to turn from that which is a lie? At the very least this perspective gives 
me the possibility of hope and leads me not to feel so judgmental. The idea of evil being 
in someone's heart doesn't leave me feeling quite so hopeful. 
I still dislike the amount of press news like this receives. Do I need to know he 
thinks this way? Who decides what's good for society to know? There is power in 
selection. The only good I can see coming out of this is a renewed effort to fight racism. 
But the concept of "fighting" seems problematic and returns me to the idea of evil. We 
fight "evil." We shine the light of awareness and understanding on ignorance. Perhaps 
this is why education appears to be the best tool against prejudice. However, James 
Watson is as educated as one can get. So, it's not education, but understanding our 
society needs. Hmmm ... 
7) Saturday, Oct 20 
1. I'm standing in a line of volunteers waiting to have my picture. I don't know anyone, but 
a couple of us begin chatting. One white woman starts telling me about her work 
educating women about their sexual health. In response to this, another white woman 
starts talking about women in Haiti. She says a number of generalized statements about 
how "they" believe in voodoo and know nothing about their bodies. She says some more 
statements about men in Haiti and how they do some unspeakable things to women. She 
ends with talking about the poverty that exists. 
2. Two women and me. 
3. I can't not say something. My heart is pounding and I feel strengthened in knowing that 
the other white woman listening will probably support my view. I feel a sense of 
anticipation and excitement. Here it is, such blatant racism and what I call Americanism 
(colonalism I suppose is the proper term). I take a deep breath and counter, quite kindly, 
her views. 
4. I feel proud. It seems like a bit of a no-brainer to speak up in this situation, but I don't 
want to dismiss my sense of achievement. I often give up on people "like her" and do a 
sort of reverse dismissal of "her kind." By "her kind," I mean people I write off as so 
prejudiced and ignorant, I don't bother saying anything. But I want to question this 
instinct to dismiss "people like her." If! want her to consider the people she writes off, I 
have to do the same. That's what's so tricky about this work - to really look at this 
system of inequity, you have to see all the ways, big and small, you participate in it. To 
genuinely care about the plight of one group of people, I have to care about the others 
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because (aha!) we're all connected. Every time I dismiss people like this woman, 
refusing to see her humanity and complexity, I contribute to the very system I would like 
to undermine. I'm just starting to get this. 
I'm noticing also how important it is for me to feel supported in my views - the 
presence of another person sympathetic or supportive to my view makes a HUGE 
difference in my ability to speak up for what I believe. I notice some judgment of myself 
for this. I also notice some longing - to be different, to be someone who speaks boldly, 
alone, without dependence on another. 
8) Saturday, October 20 
1. I stop in at a suburban Toys-R-Us to pick up a gift. I'm not familiar with this part of 
town. As I approach the check out, I notice that all of those standing at the check out 
stands are black, and all of the people in line appear to be white. No exceptions. I look 
for them. 
2. Me and the workers and shoppers at Toys-R-Us. 
3. I feel uncomfortable and disturbed. Cynicism follows closely on the heels of my 
discomfort. 
4. Just another example of how race is stratified in this society. There's nothing wrong with 
working retail. I just don't like it when all the people in the position of helping others are 
people of color, while all the people being served are white. It's like a flashback to 
slavery, only I'm not flashing back. This is how it is. It's interesting to note how much 
cynicism I have. What's the antidote to cynicism, I wonder ... Hope? 
9) Tuesday, Oct 23 
1. Waiting at a light before going on the freeway and 3 Native Americans walk in front of 
my car. 
2. Me and those I'm watching. 
3. Deep sadness. Realize that I wish they could just go away - is this resentment? 
Remember a time when I would have felt compelled to help them. Now, I feel despair 
and hopelessness. 
4. I'm glad I let myself take in the presence of these folks who walked in front of my car. 
Often, I don't because I don't want to be faced with feelings I don't want to see in myself 
- particularly my resentment. I'm reminded of the triangle drawn on the board in class-
victim, rescuer, and perpetrator. It's disturbing to see how Ijust flow predictably from 
one to the other - in this case I see how I used to be a rescuer and now, feeling 
victimized, I move into the role of perpetrator (in terms of my thoughts and feelings). I 
want to get off the triangle all together. But before I can do that, I think I have to become 
aware of these feelings. I don't enjoy seeing these feelings and attitudes though. I'm 
noticing an attachment to wanting to appear to be a "conscious white person." So, what 
do I do now? I'm seeing how my attachment and my scripts are "barriers of separation," 
but now what? Maybe if I can notice these feelings, I will start to let myself notice these 
people and their pain/oppression. And if! can start to actually see these people and take 
their pain into my heart, I can make meaningful responsible choices about how to act. Up 
until now, Ijust look away (shamefully, secretly). 
10) Thursday, Oct 25 
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1. My friend, a white woman, speaks about her black partner's family history of children 
being separated from their parents. 
2. Friend and me. 
3. I feel sadness for the pain of her partner, his family, and the impact now on his 
relationship with my friend. I also notice anger arising as I think of the injustice and the 
grief. 
4. I wonder, if before this class, if I would have instantly thought about racism and its 
legacy when hearing my friend share this information; I think I might have based on my 
previous relationship. However, along with sadness and anger, I notice some curiosity. 
My friend doesn't make a connection to her partner's race. In fact, I've noticed that 
when she's brought up other issues in her relationship, she never mentions or makes a 
connection to race, as if race is never a factor. I have brought up my interest in 
intercultural relationships, and she knows my history, but I sense a hesitation on her part 
and a need to be cautious on mine. I respect this, but I notice that I'm curious about this 
dynamic - between my friend and me, and between her and her partner 
11) Friday, Oct 26 
1. Movie trailer starring Jodie Foster. There's a scene in which she is seated on a subway 
and a black man sporting gangster apparel and attitude walks up to her and strokes her 
face with a knife, saying it's too easy, just too easy. . 
2. Partner and me. 
3. Pissed off! So blatant. All the fears and racial stereotypes are reinforced in that moment. 
And we haven't even asked for this! We've turned up at our favorite neighborhood 
theatre to see a film about an artist and this is what we get. Disturbed and angered. 
4. I have so many questions about art and social responsibility that I can't even begin to 
discuss it here. This was just an example for me of how pervasive racial stereotyping is 
and how you can't participate in this society without encountering it. I don't like to think 
that people have agendas, but when I see images like this, when films like this get the big 
name actors and the funding they do, I do start to feel a little paranoid. Fear is being 
cultivated and supported by these sorts of films - who profits from this fear? Who 
suffers? What can I do, as one person, to counter the impact of such money and cultural 
sanctioned entertainment? Notice hopelessness arising ... 
12) Saturday, Oct 27 
1. I'm at a cafe in St Paul, a new cafe for me that's great for studying, and one I like 
because it's one of the most integrated places I've found to hang out. An African 
American man, probably in his mid fifties walks by and makes direct eye contact a 
number of times. I don't smile, I don't enjoy the energy I feel from him, and he walks by 
again and I turn my head. 
2. A man and me. 
3. I'm feeling very uncomfortable because I'm responding to him first, as a man, but was 
also aware that he may be interpreting my rudeness as racism. I notice irritation. I'm 
irritated by what I interpret to be an invasion of my personal space/energy. 
4. I feel like my attachment to being a "conscious white person" complicates my life! It's 
okay for me to not appreciate the advances of a man. I would be acting the same way if 
he were white, but would feel less uncomfortable because I wouldn't be concerned with 
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whether I was acting in a prejudiced manner. I can see how my attachment actually adds 
an extra burden to him and our interaction: instead of just being written off as a man, he 
gets the added "gift" of my irritation because his behavior threatens my identity as a 
"good white person." I'm telling myself the story - and adding extra layers of irritation -
that he has forced me into a corner where I have to be a rude white woman. Wow! And 
then, I feel guilt for resenting him (because of my attachment to being a good white 
person). 
I'm seeing how my attachments to this identity actually perpetuate racism. If I 
can notice this attachment, and the scripts I have around it, maybe I can "hold them more 
loosely." Then, I could recognize that my discomfort with this scenario is also about the 
fact that I believe black men don't have to make advances (or do anything at all) to be 
treated rudely by some white women. I could see that even though that is the case, I'm 
responding because I feel like it's the most appropriate way to respond in that moment -
given my interpretation, my history, and my gender. I think I have some anger at men in 
general and extra anger at black me when they reinforce stereotypes. But black men do 
not need my extra anger and I don't benefit from placing it on them. I want black men to 
act better than white men because I want to get my point across and defy stereotypes. It 
reminds me of how I cringe when I hear of scandals in the queer community. I want 
queer folks to act better and add an extra layer of resentment and judgment when people 
don't fulfill my fantasy. 
13) Sunday, October 28 
1. A white friend had shared with me about a difficult conversation she needs to have with a 
coworker and had not once mentioned the coworker's race. I had assumed the coworker 
to be white (!). Only today when she added to the story and shared that the coworker was 
older and black, I was able to introduce issues of race in to the conversation. I asked if 
her hesitancy to speak with him came because she's aware that as a younger white 
woman she has more power in this instance and that giving him a directive doesn't honor 
her need to not call into play the power she has a white person. Her relief in being able to 
speak of these matters in a respectful and thoughtful manner was palpable. 
2. Friend and me. 
3. A wonderful interaction! I felt connected and heard. I felt delight at being able to apply 
what I'm learning - really met my needs for contribution and community. 
4. This was a safe place for me to practice speaking about these issues. My friend has 
mentioned before that she feels the system is completely unfair and that black people are 
systematically denied rights, privilege and access. Thus, I knew that bringing up this 
aspect of her interaction with her coworker would be met with sensitivity and openness. I 
also think that other white folks I know would have brought up the coworkers race 
earlier. She didn't and instead I made the assumption he was white. Interesting to 
notice ... Not too much judgment about this - for once! Perhaps because this interaction 
was so positive and I was able to put my values into practice, I'm able to let myself off 
the hook. 
14) Monday, November 5 
1. Watching a video in our Systems class of Jay Haley and some of his trainee therapists. 
The scenario involves a black family and a white therapist who says calmly that all the 
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males in the family die by the age of25 and that the family has "racial issues." She 
doesn't bat an eye as she says this and no one in the video addresses that these two facts 
may be significant. 
2. Video, classmates and me. 
3. Irritated - shifting into anger. I want to write off Jay Haley, the entire video, and I notice 
judgments arising around the choice to show the video etc. I also feel that familiar feeling 
of disappointment when people I've heard so many great things about don't live up to my 
ideals. 
4. I don't say anything and I'm curious about this. I often don't have trouble speaking up in 
class. Why don't I bring up my irritation? Am I concerned that I'll be viewed as overly 
concerned with race? I tell myself to stay on task and look at what I'm supposed to be 
noticing, but my irritation taints the whole experience. I notice that I don't often say 
what I'm feeling in this class and I'm curious about that. I notice that I have a lot of 
conditioning around being a "good girl." This time, I'm noticing my attachment to 
wanting approval from whites ... Interesting .... 
15) Monday, November 5 
1. Young white server at a bar telling us he gets drunk and rides his Harley in Menomonie. 
I'm with a group of white friends/acquaintances, and we ask ifhe gets tickets etc and he 
says no, the cops just tell him to be careful. I lean over to a friend and say that I don't 
think he'd be having this experience ifhe weren't white. She looks a little puzzled and 
uncomfortable, so I drop the topic. 
2. Server, friends, and me. 
3. Cynicism. Also, frustration that everyone doesn't see what I'm seeing! 
4. I don't believe that he'd be having this experience ifhe were white. This feels obvious to 
me. I notice that I feel a little judgment toward those I'm with for not instantly seeing 
what I believe is obvious. What are the options for me in a moment like this? Could I 
have had a meaningful discussion with the server? Could I have discussed it more fully, 
more openly with my friend instead of letting it go? I think if I weren't so quick to judge 
others and so quick to move into cynicism, I could broach these important discussions 
from a place that would facilitate understanding and connection. That's my wish ... 
16) Thursday, November 8 
1. White nuclear family walks into a cafe - Mom, Dad, baby boy, and young girl probably 
3 or 4 years old. The little girl is clutching a black baby doll. 
2. My observations and me. 
3. Curiosity. A little bit of discomfort. Some judgment over my discomfort. 
4. Thinking how it doesn't seem weird if a little black girl holds a white baby doll but if a 
white girl does it's seen as political or a message. By whom? By me? Perhaps. I think 
it's seen as political by mainstream society. And if it is political, it's a political stance I 
would probably agree with, so why my discomfort? Am I channeling my family here and 
seeing through their eyes? I've noticed that I do that sometimes. Instead of having my 
own response, I'll have my mother's. It's very disorienting when that happens ... I'm 
remembering my response the first time I encountered a white person who had lots of 
newspapers, books, articles, posters etc about people of color all over her house. I 
remembered feeling discomfort that an all-white family chose to surround themselves 
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with the perspective of people of color. At that time, I felt like she was trying to be 
something she wasn't, that to embrace all these other cultures she was somehow 
neglecting her own. Now, I'm not so sure. 
17) Friday, Nov 9 
1. Speaking with a white man after a presentation he's just given at the Minnesota 
Association for MFT conference. I've enjoyed what he's spoken on and our conversation 
starts to touch on feminism and systems theory. So far, so good, but I'm starting to get 
the sense that he and I differ in our perspective ... Then, he says something to the effect 
that there are classes where the white students just have to whip themselves for being 
white. 
2. Presenter and me. 
3. I notice disappointment, frustration and even a sense of loss. 
4. I want to respect people in this newly chosen profession. I want to be encouraged in my 
pursuit of becoming culturally competent, of facing my judgment, my attachments and 
my role in the system of oppression. Furthermore, I want this system to change. Again, 
I'm confronted with the fact that intelligent, thoughtful people in positions of power do 
not share my commitment to social justice. Noticing that old friend hopelessness again, 
accompanied by despair. Noticing also my frustration with myself for being so naIve, 
such an idealist! I was this way as a child -what I interpreted as hypocrisy in the church 
made me crazy. Now, I am still this way as an adult? I am tempted to turn it off - my 
deep care and my concern. It seems easier than encountering situations like this .... 
Again, noticing that I had many options about how to respond in this situation. I chose to 
shut down. What else could I have done? Could I have said, "That's interesting, but I 
don't think that's the intention of classes like that. Don't you think it's interesting that to 
address matters of inequality - which most of us agree exists, white folks often feel like 
they're being attacked?" Or, based on his experience, I could have asked him: "What do 
you think would be a more effective approach to bringing up issues of racial inequality? 
If you agree that it needs to be addressed - in order for future therapists to be prepared for 
serving their clients - how would you go about it?" This is a new step for me - actually 
thinking through what I could have said. I'm really getting it at a deeper level that every 
situation provides me with an opportunity to respond in a number of different ways. I've 
known this intellectually, and seen it some in my closest interactions, but not in my every 
interaction. 
18) Sat Nov 10 
1. Talking with my white friend who is nine years old and she is telling me about 
Halloween. She says that she went trick or treating with her friend, Julie and Julie's dad 
who was dressed as a cow. Later, according to my young friend, one of her moms asked 
if Julie was Asian and my friend said that she didn't know. And then her mom said that 
she was asking because Julie's father was Asian. My little friend's response t6 this was 
"How can you tell if a cow is Asian?" 
2. Friend and me. 
3. Curiosity. 
4. What was interesting to me is that my young friend was telling me this at all. I'm 
guessing that her mom cracked up when she heard her child ask her question and that 
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response prompted my friend's repetition of this experience. Knowing this child, who's 
quite literal, I think the question was asked without any guile, but now, she knows it's 
funny. She's repeating what now seems to be ajoke about race/ethnicity. Is she perhaps 
telling her first racial joke? She seems to understand that it's ridiculous to look at a cow 
and ask about its race. It's so interesting to witness how these ideas are formed ... our 
ideas about race and about what others consider humor. 
